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Prologue
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F
or me, an issue of Godfrey’s beloved student magazine, OPUS, dedicated to the life of the man himself, was
nothing other than obligatory. I would like to thank everyone who submitted an article, and especially the
following for their banter, contacts and encouragement: 

Bernie Curran, David Dockrill, Terry Ryan, Liz Baynham, Troy Duncan, Justine Atkinson, Steven Dodds,
Daniel Lynch, Brad Creevey, Hugh Lindsay, Gionni Di Gravio, Den Rowe, Chris Tola, Richie Howard,
Brian Birkefeld, Norman Talbot, Ken Dutton and Paul Walsh.

And to all those who promised me an article and failed to deliver, well you can expect a midnight visit from Godfrey
& Captain Henderson real soon—just leave the front door unlocked...

Matthew Ward, Guest Editor/Designer for the Tanner OPUS

T
his indeed special Opus is an impish wink and generous salute to a beast whose virtue was insurmountable.
The words, the grace and the liquor of Godfrey Tanner will not flow again. These articles I hope will serve
as fitting testament to a teacher and ally for whom many of us know no peer.

I gratefully thank Matthew Ward for his sheer dedication, his perseverance, his attention to detail and his
insight. Without it, this issue of celebration would not exist.

With Blake, Milton, Pericles and Eliot, I take this untimely opportunity to raise my scotch and water to a devil
of a man whom the five of us could call friend.

Steven Dodds, Editor
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Eulogy for R.G. Tanner
‘He Who Stood at a Slight Angle to the Universe’

by Dr Bernie Curran

TTHHEE WWOORRLLDD AANNDD WWEE HHAAVVEE LLOOSSTT AA VVEERRYY

SSPPEECCIIAALL PPEERRSSOONN——AA RRAARREE IINNDDIIVVIIDDUUAALL..

H
e was a gentleman, a scholar, a teacher, an
orator, a citizen of the world, a patron of the
arts, of culture and sport, theologian and

philosopher. Thus the public man—the man in the
brown Senate suit, the academic gown, the Colours
Blazer, the Union Jacket—the right coat, the right tie
for the right occasion, be it a meeting of University
Council or the Anglican Synod, be it dinner at the
Newcastle Club, the Athenaeum, the British Schools at
Rome and Athens or at St. John’s College Cambridge.

And there is the private man, the simple man, the
man of great humility, the generous man who quietly
gave much to many, who enjoyed the company of his
friends in their homes and in his home. The man who
enjoyed the peace and quiet of his own thoughts, music
in the background and the intimacy of books. He was a
very sensitive man, easily hurt and yet a very forgiving

man—a man for whom the teachings of Christ were a
way of life. This is the man of tattered and well worn
clothes, old T-shirts and cardigans, funny baseball hats
and knapsacks with broken straps, crumpled old shorts
and sandals. The man who served tealess tea, arrowroot
biscuits, “gunpowder” coffee and sherry left over from
a sixties sherry party.

I am honoured to have been nominated by Godfrey
to deliver this eulogy. I will not try, however, to capture
the essence, the depth and the significance of my per-
sonal friendship nor the effect of the loss. I cannot do
it for you either. For we all in one way or another had a
personal relationship with him and we have all lost
something special from our lives.

For me the personal friendship with Godfrey
Tanner began in January 1964. After my first year of
glorious celebration of University life and an inglorious
set of exam results with the subsequent loss of scholar-
ship, I was convinced that my University experience
was over. I returned to the campus to retrieve a pair of
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Rugby boots and by chance (or by fate) met Godfrey
Tanner. He waxed lyrical about my Latin prose, and
lamented my level of commitment to the prepared
texts. After one hour’s conversation, however, he con-
vinced me that I did have the ability. He gave me great
confidence in myself as he had done throughout our 40
years of friendship. In his own way he has done that
with many of us and you all have your own story in that
respect.

W
e who were with Godfrey when the sup-
port system was removed last
Wednesday were distressed at the effect

this brought about. Laurie Tremenheere, reminded us
quite strongly, however, that this was not the sum of
the parts. This was an observation that Godfrey himself
would have made. And so it is with this eulogy. This is
not the sum of the parts. No, that is there with you—in
the minds, memories and hearts of those who knew the
man. That is your story, your eulogy.

While we are on this personal note, however, I know
that Godfrey would want me to thank the staff of John
Hunter for all their wonderful efforts during Godfrey’s
last days—the hospital. Also Laurie Tremenheere,
Anne Creevey, James Garner, Tony Brennan and
Frances, Greg Gamadge and David Dockrill for the
strength and tenderness they administered to Godfrey
and those around him. To Dean Lawrence for his calm,
his strength and his prayers. And finally to Dr
Melbourne Nelson who gave him the last rites. With
such love and care Godfrey was thoroughly prepared
for God. The question in my mind however, was God
prepared for Godfrey!

We certainly were not prepared. While Godfrey had
become quite frail, his will and determination were so
strong that we were all led to believe that he would be
with us for much longer. He had resumed his regular

visits to the University, he had returned to 2NURFM
and was back on air. The scholar had returned to
Patristics, to the Stoics, to St Paul; papers were in
preparation, conferences overseas planned and paid for.
He still entertained friends and graduates with his
scholarship, his memories and his humour. And of
course throughout all this he had recovered his love of
a glass of red and just occasionally, a small Scotch (all
on Dr. Levi’s orders).

He had gone to Mike Nelson’s wedding in Brisbane
6 weeks ago on his own and had a great time. He had
come with me 4 weeks ago to Kempsey to support Jean
Bishop at the funeral of her daughter Katie and partner
Bob. It was a difficult day, emotionally and physically,
but Godfrey showed no signs of discomfort. In fact as
we went through Kew I asked him a rather innocent
question about church ritual; he began his answer very
thoughtfully, and deliberately; he gathered pace at
Taree, drew breath at Raymond Terrace to comment on
University Rowing and was still talking when I deliv-
ered him to 81 Wolfe Street.

So it came as quite a shock to learn last Monday that
Godfrey had been taken to hospital, that he was in a
coma and that damage had been done to those parts of
the brain which control the speech and memory func-
tions. It is only now that I can reflect on the irony of
that diagnosis.

11.. SSppeeeecchh  aanndd  MMeemmoorryy—these were Godfrey’s 
trade marks. These epitomized him. 

Who will ever forget that distinctive voice, be it
in lectures, at public protest meetings, in the staff
club, in the Godfrey Tanner Bar, at Regattas (with
megaphone) or Rugby games, in buses and trains, in
taxis and planes, in pubs and clubs from the Cross
Keys in Tighes Hill to the Newcastle Club in
Newcomen Street. 



And how that voice loved language—the study
of language, the history of language, the role of lan-
guage in culture, be it Latin, French, Sanskrit or the
language of Awabakal. Not just ancient languages
but modern as well. 

In 1981 I attended one of the famous Liverpool
Latin Seminars with Godfrey; when it came to ques-
tion time Godfrey was the only member who could
question each of the presenters in their own lan-
guage—not so hard when you are dealing with
French, Italian, German and Dutch classical scholars
but pretty amazing when you are able to do the same
in Polish and Russian.

As for memory—it was equally amazing—not
just for scholarship, knowledge of history and of the
ancient texts, but also for names, faces, facts that for
most of us are buried in the mists of time. How
many times did he surprise graduates at alumni
functions with recollection of events and people in
their time at the University of Newcastle?

For him memory and history were entwined and
these were inextricably involved with place.

GGeenniiuuss  LLooccii——TThhee  SSppiirriitt  ooff  tthhee  PPllaaccee
Take Godfrey to the hills of Wollombi, to the
streets of Parramatta, to Brisbane, Melbourne,
Sydney, to Athens, Crete, Rome, Florence, to
London, Cambridge, Southampton. Wherever you
went with him—he seemed to have been there
before, to have learnt the history of the place, to
have embedded that in his memory and be able to
recall it as though he had made the place and written
its history himself.

Speech and Memory were an enduring theme of
his lifelong interest in the origins of man. In the lan-
guage of the Greeks, the Romans and the Ancient
Indians, as well as in the behaviour of modern man

he believed he could detect the mores, habits and
perspective of stone age man.

And how he deplored the loss of memory in our
own times—in our knowledge of history, religion,
politics and values. Not only the loss of memory but
the destructive effect of unchallenged power on our
political consciousness. While he inspired his stu-
dents with his lectures on fifth century Athens and
first century B.C. Rome, it was to imperial Rome,
especially that period of Domitian to which he
directed us for an understanding of the crisis facing
contemporary society. In our discussions he often
turned to Tacitus, especially the Agricola for the
appropriate incisive comment:

memoriam quoque ipsam cum voce 
perdidissemus, si tam in nostra potestate esset
oblivisci quam tacere. (Agricola ch.2)

We should have lost memory itself as well as voice,
had forgetfulness been as easy as silence. 

Speech and Memory—take these away and what
do you have? You certainly do not have Godfrey
Tanner. You do, however, live in hope. Maybe it was
all there; maybe he would wake up. After all, how
many dinners had he attended where he appeared to
go to sleep and yet later would show that he had not
missed a thing.

Alas, that was not to be—with his last breath
there would only be our tears—the tears of relief,
the tears of loss.

‘sunt lacrimae rerum et mentem mortalia 
tangunt’ (Virgil, Aeneid 1, 462) 

There are tears for suffering and men’s hearts are
touched by what man has to bear.(West)
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G
odfrey Tanner came to Newcastle in 1959
aged 32. From the University of Melbourne
and Cambridge he brought excellent academ-

ic credentials. From the King’s School Parramatta he
brought a love of teaching and the role of the school-
master at the core of which is the development of mind
and body—the mens sana in corpore sano ideal. From
this school also he brought his knowledge and experi-
ence of the great families of rural New South Wales as
well as his intimate knowledge of Australian history.

And he brought a suitcase, an old fashioned suitcase
complete with travel stickers, filled with books like
Newman’s “Idea of a University”, Cicero’s De Officiis,
first editions of ancient texts—striped blazers, old
scarves, dicky hats, a pipe, a monocle, a magnifying
glass and a box of snuff (called, I believe, ‘Gust of
Gomorrah’) and of course he brought a bicycle! 

Thus, like a missionary in another land he set out

• to bring the languages and culture of the classical
world to a land that had no physical reminders of
a Greek and Roman past

• to introduce the students of the fledgling
University to the traditions of student life 

• to demonstrate that the University had a part to
play in the life of the Newcastle and Hunter com-
munity.

The people of Newcastle had pressed for a traditional
University. James Auchmuty had responded and
Godfrey Tanner was one of his key instruments in real-
izing that dream.

By the time Godfrey retired in 1993 the tradition
had become a “legend”, a living treasure. His curricu-
lum vitae will show the positions held on Council, on
Faculty, in the Union, in Sport in the Community. It is
a story of public service—of virtus. His name was
everywhere—from the Godfrey Tanner Bar to the
Aquatic Centre at Raymond Terrace.

In 1994 the University awarded him an Honorary
Degree, a Doctor of the University—a distinction and
honour of which he was very proud.

Nevertheless he continued to work, using the good
offices of Engineering, still researching, teaching
Sanskrit, supporting the Alumni and most important of
all preparing his thoughts for ‘Godfrey’s Gripe’ on
2NURFM.

His alumni work completed the cycle of his worth

with the University. 2NUR took him to the world.
In 1998 Godfrey, encouraged by the initiative and

drive of Mr Geoff McCloy (who was at that time Chair
of the Foundation Board) and by the generosity of Dr
Peter Hendry (at that time a member of University
Council and a great supporter of the University), gave
his assent to the establishment of the Godfrey Tanner
Scholarship Fund. He contributed greatly to this and
was delighted to see the response from friends, gradu-
ates and the community. It was a scholarship to assist
students who had been disadvantaged in one way or
another. The scholars who have received this award are,
however, the first “official” Tanner scholars. Godfrey
had supported many others through the years but this
was not public knowledge.

In the discussion of honours, achievements, contribu-
tions etc., it is interesting to note those Godfrey him-
self held dear. Yesterday I sat in his room and noted the
following on his wall:

• Testamur from University of Newcastle—
Honorary Doctorate 1994

• Testamur from Cambridge—M.A. 1957
• Testamur from Melbourne—M.A. 1950
• Distinguished Member Award—Convocation 

1997
• Life membership Boat Club 1973
• Life membership Engineering Frat. 1974
• Fellow, Royal Geographic Society 1978
• Statement of Election to Athenaeum 1978
• Certificate commemorating the Award of the

Queens Medal 1977
• Photograph of the Queen

In times to come much will be written about Godfrey
Tanner’s contributions, his legacy. No doubt the dis-
cussion will revolve around issues such as

• The ideal and tradition of a University and the
role he played in shaping the University of
Newcastle

• His contributions to scholarship in general to the
Classics in particular. For most people the chal-
lenge is learn and understand the Classics; he not
only learnt and understood them—he took the
classical world by storm and shaped it himself

• A Chair of Classics and a thriving Classics
Department that has stood the test of time in an
environment where one would least expect it to
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survive.
• His students and those who came to know him

through the variety of his interests, especially in
the Union and the Sports Union.

And yet perhaps his greatest legacy is to be found in
those memories and images that were indelibly
inscribed in the minds and memories of those who
knew him.

(a) The academic—his gown—the blackboard
(b) The striped Colours Blazer
(c) The Blazer for the Patron of the Union
(d) The Latin grace at University functions—the only

grace in the world to get a standing ovation
(e) The Tanner Bar on Autonomy Day
(f) Flour bombs at Throsby Creek Regattas
(g) Dining in style at Oliver’s restaurant
(h) Entertaining at the Newcastle Club
(i) Sherry parties in the McLarty Room
(j) The gentleman taking the woman’s hands to his

lips
(k) Anti Vietnam protest meetings
(l) Michael Sutton’s memory “I suppose like many of

you having heard that Prof was gone, I began to
think about the time I’d spent at Uni and in par-
ticular how he had touched and directed my life.
Strangely what came instantly to mind wasn’t the
many lectures I had attended, the walks around
campus discussing honours topics or even the pri-
vate talks in his office, but a speech he delivered
extempore for a Classics Society function. Times
were dark—as they always seemed—there was talk
of closing down the department; engineers were
questioning the need for Mickey Mouse degrees
and the Classics Society had gathered to celebrate
the Foundation day of Rome. Prof delivered the
key note toast and an uplifting speech where he
likened the students of the classics to the monks
in the dark ages—keeping the flame of enlight-
ened alive in a world swamped by barbarians. I
don’t think I ever walked away from any talk more
inspired—in fact I’ve still got the chalk he drew on
the board with. Even today surrounded by hun-
nish economic rationalists I still draw strength
from the ideals that the Professor championed.”

(m)Professor David Finlay—“My strongest image of
Godfrey is in waiting at the bus stop in New
Lambton to see this figure approaching on a bicy-

cle complete with goggles and florid, floral shorts
and moving at snail’s pace. A ‘good morning
Godfrey’ always elicited a ‘Good morning Dear
Chap’ as he moved past.”

(n) The Marcus Aurelius story
(o) The Augustus incident
(p) Bus and train trips

For me—his greatest strengths were:
•He loved teaching and he knew his subject,
•He saw no distinction between teaching and

research and believed that they were linked and
that the prospect of a research institute as sepa-
rate from the University was a complete contra-
diction,

•He was dedicated to the all-round University
experience—the Kalos Kal Agathos Ideal,

•He believed that as a citizen and members of the
community that he had an obligation to belong
and to share in the responsibilities which came
with the rights of the community. He was a
political animal in the Greek sense of the word
and had drawn deeply at the well of the Periclean
oration:

“Here each individual is interested not only in
how own affairs but in the affairs of state as well;
even those who are mostly occupied with their
own business are extremely well informed in
general politics—that is the peculiarity of ours.
We do not say that a man who takes no interest
in politics is a man who minds his own 
business—we say that he has no business here at
all”. (Thucydides)

•His learning and his scholarship underpinned his
daily life, his values, his perspective, his relation-
ships and his goals in life. He did not accept that
definition of the word ‘academic’ which implied
either ‘practical’ or ‘irrelevant’.

•Above all he believed in people; he valued friend-
ship, fellowship and community. These were
vitally linked with learning. His greatest strength
was that although he knew so much, and had a
distinguished record in scholarship, he could
make each of us believe we were on his level. He
had the ability to inspire faith in ourselves and
our ability to learn.
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•He was the traditionalist, the conservative, the
establishment man who seemed to be forever
challenging convention, cant and hypocrisy.

TTHHEE  FFUUTTUURREE
During our time together in the Classics department
Godfrey and I, along with Charles Penglase applied for
a research grant for the study of Greek and Roman
ideas of the afterlife. We were particularly interested in
the influence of Homer, Plato (The Myth of Er) and
the Etruscans on Virgil’s account of the underworld as
described in the sixth book of the Aeneid.

It is not inappropriate therefore to imagine
Godfrey’s journey to this world. I have no doubt that
he would be the absolute gentleman with Charon, the
ferryman who rowed the souls of the dead across the
river Styx. I am sure he would be wearing his Colours
Blazer and that his first words to Charon would be:

“HEM, My dear boy, do you take snuff?”

which would be immediately followed by the sug-
gestion:

“My dear boy, why don’t you have a rest. I had my
own Aquatic Centre in the upper world and I know
how to row.”

After pacifying Cerberus who would recognize a fellow
“Beast”, one can also imagine Godfrey’s delight in
meeting up with the souls of former students like James
King and Anne Lowrey, as well as with great-hearted
heroes like Jeanette Cook, Kevin Lee, John Bishop and
Nick Hammond. Talking (and stammering) furiously
and clutching his ‘golden bough’ (a branch of the
frangipani tree from his garden at “The Bestiary”—81
Wolfe Street) he would move quickly on to:

“the land of joy, the lovely glades of the fortunate
woods and the homes of the blest. Here a broader
sky clothes the plains in glowing light and the
spirits leave their own sun and their own stars.
Some take exercise on grassy wrestling grounds
and hold athletic contests and wrestling bouts on
the golden sand …….” (Aeneid 640ff).

Godfrey would look with admiration at the young men
exercising and would want to stop to discuss his long
held theory of a direct connection between hoplite war-
fare and the Rugby scrum. He would, however, be
impatient, and want to find his mother. There at last he
would regain that love that he had searched for in the
upper world.

For us, as we face the future, Godfrey Tanner gave
us direction through another image from the Aeneid.
At the end of Book VIII, the hero is presented with a
shield on which Vulcan, the God with a knowledge of
things to come (a role which Godfrey enjoyed—and
which his portraitist in the Godfrey Tanner Bar tried to
capture) had depicted the future of Rome. 

The hero, although he does not understand the
significance of scene depicted, nevertheless shoul-
ders the shield and with that the Fame And Fate
of his descendants—famamque et fata 
nepotum. (Aen.VIII 731)

When the University of Newcastle gained autonomy
and began its search for a new crest it was these three
words which Godfrey proposed as the motto. For him
it was not enough to look ahead. That of course we
must do and for one whose life and livelihood depend-
ed on the past, it is amazing how much time he spent in
the future, sometimes in doom, sometimes in despair
and sometimes in hope. So we must not only look
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ahead, we must also take on the responsibilities that
come with foresight. That is, the role of the University
in the modern world. It is this shield of foresight and
responsibility which Godfrey Tanner has passed on to
us.

Let me draw your attention to a passage from E.M.
Forster who in his book “Pharos and Pharillon” gives a
description of the modern Greek poet Cavafy,— who
was Godfrey’s favourite modern poet. You will note an
uncanny similarity between Cavafy and Godfrey
Tanner.

“A French gentleman in a straw hat, standing
absolutely motionless at a slight angle to the universe.
His arms extended, positively. “Oh, Cavafy!” Yes it is
Mr Cavafy, and he is going from his flat to the office or
from his office to the flat. If the former, he vanishes
when seen, with a slight gesture of despair. If the latter,
he may be prevailed upon to begin a sentence—an
immense complicated yet shapely sentence, full of
parentheses that never get mixed and of reservations
that really do reserve, a sentence that moves with logic
to its foreseen end, yet to an end that is always the more
vivid and thrilling than one foresaw. Sometimes the
sentence is finished in the street, sometimes the traffic
murders it, sometimes it lasts into the flat. It deals with
the tricky behaviour of the Emperor Alexius
Commennus in 1096 or with olives, their possibilities
and price, or with the fortunes of friends, or with
George Eliot or the dialects of the interior of Asia
Minor. It is delivered with equal ease in Greek, English
or French and despite its intellectual richness and
human outlook, despite the natural clarity of its judge-
ments, one feels that it too stands at a slight angle to the
Universe.”

I came across this passage in a book Godfrey had
lent me only two weeks ago. Ironically I was reading
this passage when Godfrey had begun his departure
from the world. As I read these words ‘‘aatt  aa  sslliigghhtt  aannggllee
ttoo  tthhee  uunniivveerrssee’’, I thought, at last I have found the most
appropriate description of Ronald Godfrey Tanner.

Years ago, when I finished my doctorate, I acknowl-
edged Godfrey’s role as supervisor with the tribute—
guide, philosopher and friend. I could not have predict-
ed then how prophetic that description would become.
I shall miss his friendship and those great moments in
time when we could quietly discuss the world, people
and our favourite pieces of Greek and Roman literature.
On our last occasion we examined one of Martial’s

poems and in view of the last line it too seemed rather
prophetic:

“Vitam quae faciunt beatiorem,
iucundissime Martialis, haec sunt:                              
res non parta labore sed relicta;                                  
non ingratus ager, focus perennis;                              
lis numquam, toga rara, mens quieta;                          
vires ingenuae, salubre corpus;                                   
prudens simplicitas, pares amici,                                 
convictus facilis, sine arte mensa;                               
nox non ebria sed soluta curis,                                   
non tristis torus et tamen pudicus;                             
somnus qui faciat breves tenebras;                              
quod sis esse velis nihilque malis;                               
summum nec metuas diem nec optes.”  

The things that make life happier, most genial 
Martial, are these: means not acquired by labour,
but bequeathed; fields not unkindly, an ever blazing 
hearth; no lawsuit, the toga seldom worn, a quiet
mind; a free man’s strength, a healthy body;
frankness with tact, congenial friends, good-natured
guests, a board plainly spread; nights not spent
in wine, but freed from cares, a wife not prudish
and yet pure; sleep such as makes the darkness
brief: be content with what you are, and wish
no change; nor dread your last day, nor long
for it.

B F Curran 
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Emeritus Professor Godfrey Tanner
Curriculum Vitae Summary

Born, RROONNAALLDD GGOODDFFRREEYY TTAANNNNEERR, on 24th September 1927 in Brisbane, Australia

1945 Matriculated from Melbourne Grammar School

1946-48 University of Melbourne Undergraduate 
April 1949 Graduated BA. Honours Class I in Classics
1949 Tutor in Department of Classics — Part-time 
1950 Full-time 
April 1950 Graduated MA Honours Class I: Thesis subject “Ancient ideas of the economic 

function of the city”

1950-2 Wyselaskie, Aitchison & Myer Scholar of University of Melbourne 
1950-2 Jebb Scholar of University of Cambridge

July 1952 Graduated from Clare College with lst Class Honours in Classical Tripos Part II.

Nov 1952-Dec 1955 Lecturer in Classics, University of Melbourne.
Taught Sanskrit as an Honours option, 1954

1956 Sanskrit research with Professors N.B. Jopson and Sir Harold Bailey

Jan 1957-Dec 1959 Senior Classics Master at The King’s School, Parramatta

Feb 1960-Dec 1962 Senior Lecturer in Charge of Classics, Newcastle

Jan 1963-Aug 1964 Associate Professor of Classics, Newcastle

Sep 1964-Feb 1993 Foundation Professor of Latin and Head of Classics Department
Newcastle University College and University of Newcastle

Jan 1967-Jan 1968 Commonwealth Fellow of St. John’s College Cambridge

Jan-July 1973         )  Dean
Jan 1979-Jan 1981  )  Faculty of Arts      
Jan 1984-Jan 1986  ) 

1987 Visiting Professor, University of Southampton, Lent Term
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1984—2002 FIEC Delegate
1992—1995 President, ASCS
Feb 1993 Emeritus Professor of Classics
April 1994 Honorary Doctor of the University

Research and Publications: Plato, Aristotle, Stoic Philosophy, Greek Tragedy, early Latin Verse, Roman Comedy,
Seneca, Martial, Tacitus, and the Church Fathers. After retirement he continued with work on the Byzantine and
Sanskrit areas concentrating on the Vedas, the Upanishads and Kalidasa.

W
hen Godfrey Tanner came to Newcastle,
he joined James Auchmuty and Brin
Newton-John in the endeavour to create

a traditional University here in the Hunter. 
He was committed to the sporting life of the

University. He founded the University Boat Club at
Raymond Terrace largely with a legacy from a deceased
great aunt. He was Patron of the Rugby League, Surf
riding and Rowing Clubs, Vice-President of the
University Rugby Club, a Member of the
Venerable Gentlemen Cricket Team, was
President of the Sports Union (1970—
1974) and Vice-President of AUSA. For
his service to sport he was awarded Life
Membership of the Sports Union.

His commitment to student life was
equally remarkable. He set up debating
and Union Nights and helped organize
the 1965 Universities Drama Festival.
He was a member of the Union Board
of Management (1975-88), Trustee
(1981-89) and Patron 1990 onwards.
The new bar in the Shortland Union
Building was affectionately named the
Godfrey Tanner Bar in 1992 and he was
awarded Life Membership of the Union.

He was Patron of the Engineering
Fraternity and enjoyed close relationships with
the Faculty of Engineering who later provided him
with an office after official retirement.

His commitment to community life is reflected in
his involvement in the Hill Residents’ Action Group,
his membership of the Newcastle Club and his role
with the Church as well as a variety of other activities.
An active Anglican Churchman, he was for a number of

years, between 1963 and 1988, a member of the
Newcastle Diocesan Council and served on the General
Synod Doctrine Commission for three years in the
1970’s. 

He was an elected Member of University Council
under the old Act, 1984-88 and was re-elected in 1999

under the 1989 Act as Convocation Member of
University Council for a term which was

due to expire later this year. He was
honoured with the title of

Professor Emeritus (1993) and
Hon. Doctor of the University

(1994). In 1996 he was award-
ed Distinguished
Membership of Convocation
and some months later was
elected Deputy Warden of
Convocation; a term he
held for two consecutive
years. From 1997 he was an
ambassador of alumni
development for the

University, regularly attend-
ing events. In 1999, the

Brisbane Alumni Committee
established an Alumni Medal in

his name. He hosted the inaugural
Alumni Gathering at the Athenaeum

Club in London in 2000. 

Godfrey’s commitment to students and his discipline is
reflected in the fact that he continued to teach Sanskrit
and help students right up until his death on
Wednesday July 10, 2002.

University and Community Involvement
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I
did not meet [Professor Godfrey Tanner] till I reached Australia (by
boat) and found him waiting for me when I disembarked. But he had
written to me before I left England—a letter almost illegible but very

kind. Since he visited Cambridge several times later on, I did meet him in
Cambridge when I was visiting England.

My father, Professor William Beare, taught Sanskrit, as Godfrey Tanner
did. My father taught Cyril Lewis, who (later) joined the Classics Dept at
Newcastle shortly after I did, but only stayed a short while (my father did
not teach Godfrey Tanner). It was a disappointment to Godfrey when Cyril
Lewis decided to return to England; Godfrey was eager to find someone to
help him teach Sanskrit, so that he could run a three year course. My father,
like Godfrey, was an expert on Plautus’ Roman comedies. My father died in
1963. Naturally Godfrey knew my father’s book The Roman Stage.

I do not feel able to write an article on Godfrey (of whom I have the
fondest memories).

Dr Rhona Beare

Some Notes from Rhona
by Dr Rhona Beare

‘That’s torn it!’ Godfrey at Tighes Hill in
the early ’60s, his gown caught

Early in September, I wrote to Dr Beare, who now lives in Bristol, England. She sent me a letter containing infor-
mation about Godfrey Tanner. Rhona for many years lectured in the Classics Department at the University of
Newcastle. The following is a selection from this same letter. (Ed.)
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Unfazed
by Liz Baynham

1
982 was the year of the Falkands War and my
Presidency of the Newcastle University
Classics Society. Both were unqualified disas-

ters. Without going into the painful details of the
latter, one story will suffice. 

One evening I organised a Wine and Cheese
party in the Union, and apart from my father and
myself, the only other stalwart who turned up was
Godfrey Tanner. Unfazed by the poor turnout,
Godfrey helped himself to a glass of red and imme-
diately engaged my Dad (whom he had never met)
in conversation. They had a wonderful time—
solved the problems of the world and the secrets of
the Universe. 

For years afterwards, whenever he saw me,
Godfrey would always preface or conclude any
remark with “And how is your dear father?” 

But Godfrey was like that; supportive, erudite
and eternally sociable. I miss him. 

Liz Baynham
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Godfrey Tanner
by Alan Roberts

I
t is indeed an honour to speak at this celebration of
the life of Godfrey Tanner, a life in which the
University of Newcastle played such a major and

central role. My particular task is to speak about
Godfrey’s association with the Faculty of Engineering.
I do so as a former Dean of the Faculty, but I also do so
as a colleague and friend. I knew Godfrey for 28 years
from the time I joined the University at the beginning
of 1974. 

One may wonder why there was a special link
between Godfrey and the Engineers when after all,
Classics and Engineering would seem to be
poles apart. This is quite easy to explain
since Godfrey was a University man in
every respect and he endeared himself
to all staff and students associated
with the University. He did, how-
ever, hold a special place for engi-
neering students, being a strong
supporter, life member and
patron of the Engineering
Fraternity. He was a regular
attendee at various functions
organized by the Fraternity
such as the annual dinners
that followed the graduation
ceremonies. At these dinners
he would recite his famous
Latin grace for which he is so
well known. (As an aside, I
believe he learnt his first Latin
grace at the age of eleven.)

In years gone by the
Engineering Fraternity was well
known within the University per-
haps more so for its misdeeds and
activities such as the Autonomy Day
pranks and the Fluids Symposia held
at regular intervals on the area of land
affectionately known as Scobie Heath

located behind the engineering laboratories. As Dean I
was often in the embarrassing position of having to
defend the students against the criticism and com-
plaints that would inevitably follow these events. There
was one well known annual event known as ‘Kulture
Night’, spelt with a capital “K”— (Engineers were not
noted for their spelling!). I had some knowledge of
what went on at these functions but never attended one
—I would have been too embarrassed to do so and pre-
ferred to pretend that such activities never happened.
However, Godfrey, as a supporter of the Engineering

Fraternity, was a frequent attendee of Kulture
Nights. I was always pleased to have his

reassurance that his presence was to
ensure that the activities took place

with dignity and decorum!
When Godfrey retired in early

1993 and became an Emeritus
Professor, we were pleased to
be able to provide office
accommodation for him in
Engineering Building EA. He
subsequently moved to an
office in Building ES or the
D.W. George Building as it
is now known. This last
move was, I believe, assisted
by the Chemical Engineers.
So the latter years of his life
in the University were spent
in close association with the
Faculty of Engineering. As a

suggestion, it would be fitting
for the Faculty to consider fix-

ing a plaque over the door of his
last place of residence in the

University. The plaque could have
suitably inscribed words such as

“Godfrey was here”.
It was the Thursday night of the 4th July,
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Whence Godfrey
by John Giles

just a few days before he passed away, when I last saw
Godfrey. It was at the rather historic general meeting of
the Newcastle Club when, after 117 years of male dom-
ination, the motion was passed to accept women as
members. Godfrey was in his usual fine form when he
rose to speak as he said, ‘both against and for the
motion’ and ultimately voting in the affirmative. He
was as eloquent as always and, probably, it was his last
public speech. Perhaps the shock of allowing women to
become members of the Club was too much for him!
However, his support for the new Club ruling on mem-
bership in its way epitomized Godfrey the man, perhaps
‘a man for all seasons’. While he had his own beliefs and
sense of values, he was ready to accept (maybe with

some reluctance) the changes that are brought on by
modern society. 

Above all, Godfrey Tanner was a strong advocate
for the traditions of the collegiate culture and standards
that are the hallmark of the great universities of the
world. He is undoubtedly one of the University of
Newcastle’s greatest icons. He will be remembered with
fondness and affection by all who had the privilege of
knowing him and not the least by his friends and col-
leagues in Engineering. 

Alan Roberts
1/8/02

G
odfrey and I both joined the staff of
Newcastle University College in 1959 and
both had offices in the Arts Building at Tighes

Hill. As my office was next to the Staff common room
it was not long before I realised that we had a new mem-
ber whose presence would make quite an impression.
And we both had a common ambition to persuade our
Newcastle Diocesan Synod to plan for an Anglican res-
idential college on our proposed site at Shortland. I
recall that Godfrey and I explored the Shortland bush-
land site one Sunday afternoon in 1960 and were sur-
prised to find a school already operating at about the
place where the Chancellery now stands—it was
Newcastle’s famous Two-Up School. (It is an irony
that the site is still a place where destinies continue to
be juggled.) 

We knew that Godfrey came from Melbourne and
was a product of Melbourne Grammar. But was that the
nest that produced such a remarkable character? It was

on a glorious summer day in Cambridge in 1967 that we
had our answer. I was on my first study leave in Britain
and I decided I would take my wife and three children
punting on the Cam. My efforts were “three feet for-
ward and two feet back”, and my concern was not to be
left hanging onto the pole midstream while my family
drifted off without me. Then suddenly from a side
stream a punt shot past with a professional at the helm.
“Hello my dears!” We did not need to see who it was—
it was Godfrey in his element as fellow of Clare College
Cambridge. 

We both retired at the end of 1993. I had married
and raised a family. Godfrey had made the University
his family and had successfully endowed it with some-
thing of the academic spirit of his Cambridge College. 

John Giles (Mathematics)
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The Legal Beast
by Frank Bates

I
first encountered Godfrey Tanner in July 1986
when I was interviewed for my present position.
During the interview, I had, rather dextrously I

thought, extricated myself from a rather difficult
jurisprudential question, when Godfrey said, “I’m
pleased that you adopt the view of [some Greek
philosopher of whom I’d never heard] as opposed to
that of [some other Greek philosopher of whom I’d
never heard].” This was rather awkward! I replied by
telling the story of the Scots judge who asked of an
advocate, “Has your client never heard the maxim sic
utere tuor ut alienum non laedes?” The advocate
replied, “My Lord, not a day goes by that that he fails to
hear it—in fact, it is the sole topic of conversation
where he lives on the top of Culloden moor.” When I
got back to the United States and my wife picked me up
at the airport and asked me how it all went, I said that
it had gone fairly well but that I wished I hadn’t been
rude to that nice Professor of Classics. When I met
Godfrey again, I apologised for my perceived rudeness,
to which he responded, “Darling, don’t worry—you got
an extra mark for that!” 

Of course (like almost everyone else in the
University community) I have myriad Godfrey stories,
many of them, all true, are quite unsuitable for a family
publication of this nature, but that is not the emphasis
which I would seek to present. The Godfrey whom I
would seek to be remembered is the person who pro-
vided massive support for me when David Mitchell, Ray
Watterson and myself were trying to set up the Law
School in the early 1990’s. There were, indeed, times
when I began to consider the game not worth the can-
dle, as an old saying has it, but I felt that the game had
to be pursued because of the other staff members and
Godfrey. In other words, if I chucked it in, what would
Godfrey think of me ...? So I didn’t and the successful,
and becoming ever more successful, Law School at the

University of Newcastle is the product of Godfrey’s
continuing advice and encouragement. When things
became difficult, I always knew that there was one per-
son to whom I could turn for advice, encouragement
and humorous comment! 

He was a foundation member of the, then, Board of
the Faculty of Law and his advice was invaluable and,
invariably, witty, informed and cogent. His opinion was
based on his often expressed view that a University was
not truly a University without a Law School (a view
which had been likewise expressed on NBN3 by Peter
Birks, the Regius Professor of Civil Law at Oxford, in
1989). 

There are so many other things which Godfrey did
in the cause of legal education in Newcastle. He
endowed a prize in the name of his friend Edward St.
John QC in Jurisprudence—a course brilliantly con-
ceived and presented by our mutual friend David
Mitchell. In addition, Godfrey gave an annual lecture to
the class in Jurisprudence which was invariably attend-
ed by staff and students who wanted to learn some-
thing, rather than being simply enrolled in the course. 

For myself, I remember the times we spent in the
old Staff House (when we were allowed to have one. . .)
talking for more time than I could really spare about
almost everything from Roman Law to the behaviour of
University administrators ( everywhere!) 

Dear Beast—dear, dear Beast—wherever you are, con-
tinue to wreak havoc but, still more, stimulate the
minds and hearts of all the young angels, or devils, as
you always did!! 

Frank Bates 
Professor of Law 
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A Poem For Godfrey
by Norman Talbot

A
round 1980, that valiant old-style journalist Perce Haslam was a guest of the Arts Faculty, researching the
relationship of the Awabakal to the nineteenth-century colonists—especially studying Birabahn and
Threlkeld’s translations, dictionary and grammar—and he did this so well that he became a teacher of

Awabakal to local Kooris. 
As with all things linguistically and culturally adventurous, Godfrey was generously enthusiastic. He, I and Perce

had many warm debates about comparative religion in the old Staff House. Sometimes we even resorted to wine to
clarify obscure points. The really obscure points all came from Godfrey: he had ranges of information, and patterns
of interpretations of it, that I’ve met from no other living being, and a particular devotion to theories, and the mys-
teries, of the totem meal or ritual ‘food of the gods’.

So this poem, stolen from a joke by a Murri Quaker in Western Queensland, David Carline, I always regard as
for Godfrey and Perce. 

The Australian Eden

It’s a rum sort of Garden of Eden,
with its bushfires, its floods, & its drought,

but the Kooris have lived here since Time began
& they never was thrown out.

When the Snake came temptin’ Australia’s Eve
in the way He always did,

to pluck and eat the very fruit
their Creator had forbid,

the Koori gal stayed obedient,
loved God for God’s own sake,

so she left the bush apple on its bush
& skinned, & et, the Snake.

May God carry on blessing you, Godfrey!

Norman Talbot

(Note: The above poem was recited by Norman at Godfrey’s wake, at University House, 
after the funeral on 16 July.)
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Ronald Godfrey Tanner 1927-2002 
by John Lee

I
am grateful for this opportunity to pay what can
only be an inadequate tribute to Godfrey Tanner,
my friend for so many years. 

I first met Godfrey in 1966, when I joined the
Philosophy department as a lecturer. There had been
some forewarning of what to expect from a classicist
friend teaching elsewhere. Newcastle, I was told, had
two great delights to offer, its beaches and Godfrey
Tanner; here my informant drew breath and added,
almost as an afterthought, ‘the delightful, insane
Godfrey Tanner’. Finding the beaches was no problem,
though I cautiously waited a few days before approach-
ing Godfrey. I need not have worried. In our acquain-
tance delight was dominant, and the ‘insanity’ of which
I had been warned was, like Hamlet’s, ‘but north-north-
west’. 

While I had some familiarity with Greek and Latin,
I was not, formally, a classicist and never taught in
Godfrey’s department. In some ways this was an advan-
tage, since sometimes one can form a clearer picture of
a department’s strengths and problems from outside.
Undoubtedly the biggest problem that Godfrey’s
department faced by the late 1960’s, certainly not a
problem of his or its making, was the impact of the slow
drift away from Latin in the high schools which had
begun at least a decade earlier. Even in those days, few
students took Greek at school, and it was accepted that
the normal entry to tertiary Greek would be via a pre-
liminary Greek course in the first year at university; but
when it became clear that Latin was going the same way,
Classics departments found themselves faced with the
need to avoid the fate of Alice’s Cheshire cat. The
answer, as we now know, was Class. Civ., but the prob-
lem with committing to Class. Civ. was that it took

staff away from teaching courses in the languages.
Newcastle, I think, held out longer than most places
against adopting civilisation courses, and my impres-
sion at the time, formed on the well-worn track
between the Arts building and the Shortland Arms, was
that Godfrey had very strong reservations about such
courses. In the end, they had to come, and Godfrey
brought to them the same industry, incisiveness, and
enthusiasm which distinguished his teaching of Latin,
Greek, and the kindred language Sanskrit. 

My own department of Philosophy was undoubted-
ly the one outside his own to which Godfrey stood
closest, partly because of his own well-formed philo-
sophical interests, and partly because he liked dialectical
involvement of the sort provided by philosophical dis-
cussions. In particular, he greatly enjoyed talking with
students at Philosophy Club meetings, and the
Philosophy Camp always found a place in his diary. 

Though politically conservative and an admirer of
Menzies, Godfrey was in no sense an uncritical follow-
er of party policy. It was no accident that Edward
Heath was for him the ideal conservative. He deplored
Australia’s Vietnam involvement, and above all the con-
scription by lottery of young men to fight in that war.
He was an excellent chairman of the Committee of
Conscience, a University group formed to assist con-
scientious objectors in presenting their cases to the
courts; here he had the advice and assistance of the late
Warren Derkenne, at that time a local solicitor and
member of the University Council. In some places anti-
war demonstrations were marred by the belligerence of
a radical minority of the protestors. This was anathema
to Godfrey, whom I still see breaking away for a few
moments from the Vietnam Moratorium march to
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greet and exchange pleasantries with some men in hats
and suits in a car parked beside the route of the march:
‘Either Special Branch or ASIO, dear boy, but whoever
they are, it doesn’t hurt to be on good terms’. 

Godfrey’s contribution to University committees
was most extensive and, for him, an important, if often
irksome, duty. Not infrequently, to the dismay of more
prosaic colleagues, his committee presentations would
take on an apocalyptic tone, provoking whispered
queries as to what chapter of the Book of Revelation we
now found ourselves in. Be that as it may, about things
that really mattered he was nearly always right. In par-
ticular he had, as did many, considerable misgivings
about the wisdom of marrying the advanced education
and university sectors, which he saw as primarily a mar-
riage of government convenience. 

He was an enthusiastic and indeed colourful dean of
Arts. Graduations where he had candidates to present
became minor works of art. He held neither the admin-
istrative view of degree conferring, which tends to see
the ceremony as a colourful, and probably legally super-
fluous, public relations exercise, nor yet the popular
view, which stresses caps flung in the air and family
togetherness. The view Godfrey espoused of such func-
tions was rather the high sacramental view, whereby the
ceremony invests the candidate with a supernal status,
akin perhaps to that of an ordained priest. From this
followed the necessity of getting names punctiliously
correct and of formally presenting all in absentia candi-
dates, much to the dismay of at least one vice-chancel-
lor. Even here, though the gestures were larger than life,
they made a point, namely that there is in the holding of
a degree and the exercise of a profession, a sacred trust
for the good of the community, something which
nowadays tends to be lost sight of. 

Godfrey’s deep religious commitment, and his ser-
vice to the Anglican Church, are well known, and bet-
ter left to others to tell. He thought at one time of tak-
ing holy orders when he retired, and to that end com-
pleted the Licentiate in Theology, which was then the
necessary academic requirement. I found him one day
in his office poring over the Hebrew text of Ezekiel, on
which he was to be examined: ‘The fellow was clearly
mad, dear boy, barking mad!’Whether other commen-
tators have the same opinion of the prophet, I am not
sure. Another recollection is of Godfrey at Latin even-
song over thirty years ago, reading the lesson on the
discomfiture of the Philistines in a bravura rendering in

reformed classical pronunciation. 
He was always a charming host both at home and at

his Club, and an equally delightful guest who never for-
got one’s spouse’s or children’s names thereafter, and
always asked after them. His ‘cerebral events’ were in
his last years a great trial for him. After his first stroke
there was the usual concern about how well he might
recuperate, and whether his memory would be
impaired. When he was still able to give the longitude of
the western border of Papua New Guinea in degrees
and minutes, anxiety about the state of his memory was
dispelled, though rehabilitation was to prove tedious.
Sadly, after a subsequent haemorrhage, the spirit was
gone. 

Those who, like Godfrey, have been long and
deservedly loved, and whose interests and commit-
ments have ranged so widely, are no doubt remembered
from many perspectives, in his case as teacher, col-
league, councillor, sportsman, synodsman, club mem-
ber, neighbour, or simply as friend. His legacies were
generous, both to the University and to the wider world
of scholarship, to which he has left his many papers and
reviews, light and learned, published and unpublished.
The breadth of his scholarship was astonishing. My
own fond memories are of his many papers on Plato,
Aristotle, and the Stoics, not a few of them delivered in
his beloved library. His finest legacy is the thousands of
his students who have drawn from him inspiration, and
hopefully a portion of his dedication and enthusiasm,
and taken these with them beyond the confines of acad-
eme. Requiescat. 

J.M.L.

John Lee, Bill Sparkes & Godfrey in the Southern Cross Lounge,
The Union, Newcastle University, 1995
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Godfrey Tanner
by Emeritus Professor Ken Dutton

W
hen I arrived in Newcastle as Professor
of French in 1969, my office in the
McMullin Building (at that time known

more prosaically as “Building A”) was separated by sev-
eral other offices from that of my Secretary, who shared
her space with the Secretary of the Department of
Classics. Both secretaries were convent-educated young
women from pious Catholic families, so I was some-
what taken aback on one of my visits to their office to
be asked by the Classics Secretary: “Excuse me,
Professor, how do you spell ‘whoremongering’?”
“WHAT???” I asked, incredulous that such a word
could possibly have entered her vocabulary.
“Whoremongering,” she repeated. “Why do you want
to know?” I enquired. “I’m typing up a letter that
Professor Tanner dictated to me.” Assuming that the
word might have been “warmongering”, I asked her to
read me the sentence in which it appeared. The latter
was a reference written for a colleague, and Godfrey had
taken the opportunity of criticising a practice which
most of us in those days referred to as “kingmaking”.
“He has been guilty,” Godfrey fulminated, “of academ-
ic whoremongering”—and one could almost hear the
high-pitched rapid-fire Cambridge-style delivery. “In
that case, Sue, I replied, “W-H-O-R-E-......” 

I had, by that time, got to know my distinguished
colleague the Professor of Latin (not of Classics, as he
liked to point out) well enough to recognise his dis-
tinctive style when I saw or heard it. 

Thereafter, our paths crossed often. I would fre-
quently find myself seated next to him on formal occa-
sions—a situation dictated by our proximity in the aca-
demic procession. To be seated anywhere in the vicini-
ty of Godfrey, especially after a good lunch, was always
dangerous, his asides being several decibels higher than
discretion demanded. At one graduation (held in the
City Hall, in those days before the Great Hall was

built), a young woman of Italian family was about to be
presented with her testamur, and the Dean read out her
name in full: “Maria Anna Liberata”, whereupon
Godfrey’s voice rang out loud and audible for at least
three rows in each direction: “She is indeed liberata,” he
proclaimed to all and sundry: “she’d been having it off
with her boyfriend for months before they were mar-
ried.” (Hardly a shocking charge today, but this was the
early 1970s.) Immediately, three heads turned ’round
from the row in front of us, and the glares of two
parental-looking persons of visibly Italian extraction
were focussed upon... ME! I could have wrung
Godfrey’s neck.

Years later, it was Godfrey who was Dean, and it was
his turn to read out the names of graduands, while I sat
on the podium facing the audience (which included a
large number of relatives of Chinese students from
Singapore and Hong Kong). Now, Godfrey knew
everything about Latin, and most things about Greek
and Sanskrit, but one would have to say that his knowl-
edge of Mandarin and Cantonese was not advanced.
The fact that, in Chinese speech, the use of the wrong
tone can turn a perfectly innocent-sounding word into
something quite obscene, did not faze Godfrey in the
least, and he launched into a recitation of names to
which he gave a tonal value all his own: “Cheee Faa
Ponng”, “Henng Tooong Lo”, he intoned. To be look-
ing into the audience, and to see one Chinese jaw after
another drop as the name of their son or daughter was
transmogrified into that of some unspeakable practice
or unmentionable body-part, was an unforgettable
experience. 

Another context in which we often met was that of
our common adherence to Anglicanism of the Catholic
variety. This would often take us to Conferences as fel-
low delegates. I recall one, held at Morpeth, very clear-
ly. One of our guest-speakers was the late Rev. Ted
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Noffs, a well-known Uniting Church Minister who had
founded the Wayside Chapel in Kings Cross. Arriving
to address us, Mr Noffs was greeted by Godfrey: “Ah,
Father Noffs! Very good of you to come”—a form of
appellation the like of which the Protestant Ted Noffs
had never heard before, or would ever be likely to hear
again. Only a Godfrey would have used it, and only he
could have got away with it. 

One of our other Conference speakers, however—
the after-dinner speaker—failed to show, and someone
hit on the idea of inviting Godfrey to fill the slot
instead. He first delivered a remarkable impromptu dis-
quisition on the “missing years” of Jesus’ life (between
his visit to the Temple as a youth and the beginning,
years later, of his public ministry)—the Tannerinan
theory being that these years had been spent in the
study of Roman Law, the concept of pater patriae
indelibly marking Jesus’ understanding of his relation-
ship to his heavenly Father—before moving on to

remind his audience that they were shortly to say the
Night Office of Compline (the service recited in reli-
gious communities before retirement to bed). “You are
about to sing the Compline hymn Te lucis ante ter-
minum (“Before the ending of the day”), he told us.
“When you get to the second verse, 

‘From all ill dreams defend our eyes, 
From nightly fears and fantasies’, 

you should remember that the original intention of
these lines was to pray that medieval monks would not
have a wet dream, with a nocturnal emission. I shall be
inspecting bedclothes in the morning, to ensure that
any shapely-bottomed young men here have remained
ritually pure.” What thoughts passed through the minds
of the mainly female audience is not recorded. 

Memories of Godfrey abound, many of them cen-
tred on the famous Latin grace. If, as seemed often the
case, Godfrey had consumed several sherries before a
formal dinner—especially that of the Sports Union—he
might well have to be roused from slumber at his seat at
table, in order to intone 

Oculi omnium in te sperant, Domine, 
Et tu das escam illorum in tempore opportuno. 
Aperis tu manum tuam,
Et imples omne ANIMAL... 
(this last word articulated with particular emphasis,

and with a knowing look at the rugger-buggers and
Surfriderz present)

...benedictione. 
After which, he would collapse back into that state

of somnolence which feigned drunken stupor but in
fact covered a curious semi-awareness. The sudden
Delphic response to a comment which one assumed he
could not possibly have heard, was a remarkable paral-
lel to his ability to hold a conversation with you—in the
course of which you found it hard to get a word in
edgewise, while Godfrey rabbited on and on—and then
to provide, at a later date, a detailed account of what
your views were on the subject you had discussed.
Uncanny. 

We shall not look upon his like again. In the beloved
language of his main teaching and research field,
Requiescat in pace. May he rest in peace. 

Emeritus Professor Ken Dutton

Percy Haslam (receiving his Honorary MA in 1984)
being congratulated by Godfrey
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Godfrey Tanner 
Emeritus professor of classics 
University of Newcastle 
1927—2002

N
o longer does “The Beast” stroll the streets
of Newcastle. Never again will the mercurial
scholar baptise a rugby field or rowing shed

with a spray of Toohey’s New and a splash of Latin
verse. No more will Newcastle shopkeepers hear a
timely gem from Aristotle or Tacitus when they pass
back the change. 

Godfrey Tanner, emeritus professor of classics at
the University of Newcastle, is dead. 

Newcastle’s Christ Church Cathedral had not room
enough for the several hundred mourners at Godfrey’s
funeral. After filling the pews, they stood along the
aisles, in the doorways, out and down the steps. 

Most were solemn during the two-hour, High
Anglican service, but there were also emotional displays
from young students who knew Godfrey as a mentor;
as a bridge to an academia where knowledge of the
ancients is both a source of virtue and a weapon against
the amnesiac mythology of an age convinced of its
uniqueness. 

These students, bloodshot with grief and Scotch,
represented generations of budding scholars who
passed through Godfrey’s tutorials since his arrival in
Newcastle in 1959. Godfrey had the quality of making
his students—particularly, given his bent, the men—

feel personally valued, and he astonished many with his
ability to remember their names, interests and idiosyn-
crasies, even years later. 

Informing and inspiring the young was a vocation to
Godfrey, and, while not averse to an enthusiastic but
largely platonic admiration of “shapely bottomed
youths”, he truly felt that an individual’s desire to learn
and to understand the world he or she has inherited
deserved every opportunity to flower. 

To that end, Godfrey was a prodigious philan-
thropist, selfless with his time and money to the point
where he was occasionally exploited. He helped a legion
of friends and acquaintances with money in hard times,
donated rowing sheds and other facilities to the univer-
sity, and established the Godfrey Tanner Scholarship
Fund to help the poor gain a degree. 

To support the scholarship, the Hunter Valley vine-
yard Tyrrell’s Wines offered a Godfrey Tanner selec-
tion of chardonnay and shiraz. The most popular drop,
and the wine to which Godfrey leant his heartiest
endorsement, was sold as Sanguis Bestiae, “the blood of
the beast”. 

The Beast, as Godfrey was affectionately known (his
house on the hill was dubbed the Bestiary), was born
Ronald Godfrey Tanner in Brisbane. He was an only
child to parents of whom little is known other than that
a number of the artworks hanging in the Bestiary were
painted by his mother and that his father was apparent-
ly disappointed by Godfrey’s pursuit of the classics
over geology. 

Charming Beast taught old to young
by Matthew Thompson
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Godfrey attended Melbourne Grammar through the
war years, before continuing his education at
Melbourne University, graduating with a first-class
master’s degree in classics in 1950. 

Godfrey completed his tuition at Cambridge in
1953, where he was awarded first-class honours in clas-
sical tripos, a program encompassing the anthropology,
language and philosophy of the ancients. 

He returned to lecture at Melbourne University,
and then in 1957 moved to NSW to become senior clas-
sics master at The King’s School, Parramatta. In late
1959 he moved north to become senior lecturer in
charge of classics at Newcastle University College, then
a provincial branch of the University of New South
Wales, with its arts degrees awarded by the University
of New England. 

Godfrey took to Newcastle and although often frus-
trated by a widespread suspicion of higher learning, he
found it a town tolerant of eccentricity. In his view, it
was a rough but fundamentally caring industrial city
where even an Aristotelian sodomite such as himself
could become one of the locals. Godfrey was teaching
there for barely more than a year before he was leading
“freedom marches”, demanding that Newcastle College
be granted autonomy as an independent university—a
wish fulfilled in 1965. 

Godfrey opposed the war in Vietnam before it
became fashionable to do so. He suspended his Liberal
Party membership for the war’s duration and gave sanc-
tuary to draft dodgers, secreting them in the Bestiary
and helping finance their run from duty. 

The draft dodgers would have shared digs with
Henderson, a ghost haunting the Bestiary whom
Godfrey considered most unpleasant company.
Henderson, Godfrey believed, was the spirit of the
house’s first owner, a sea captain apparently involved in
the “wretched business” of ferrying Kanakas to
Australia. 

Henderson, in turn, objected to Godfrey’s lifestyle
and would admonish him mercilessly. An exorcism qui-
etened Henderson somewhat, but the bothersome
ghost never completely departed. 

Godfrey was a Christian, a believer in salvation and
religious tradition, and although his open homosexual-
ity made him an unlikely lay official of the Anglican
Church, he was a long-standing member of the synod.
He made headlines as a synod member in 1970, when,
concerned about the “alarming rate” at which young

people of all persuasions were choosing to live together
without the church’s blessing, Godfrey suggested the
church recognise unorthodox cohabitations, including
homosexual unions, and consider giving its blessing to
“trial marriages” for under-21s. 

While Christianity held its central importance to
Godfrey as the supreme institution of his religious
faith, he also believed the church stood at the core of
Western civilisation, providing a bridge between the
ancient era and our own as the chief custodian of classi-
cal virtues which could otherwise vanish. 

Yet, like all of fallen humanity, Godfrey’s aim often
fell short. He revered the teachings of the Stoics while
having many an indulgent whine. He venerated the
ancient Greeks’ correct ordering of the appetites, yet
outdrank many a robust young engineering student. 

In fact the diminutive but sprightly Godfrey was of
such good cheer at the university bar, enjoying a decent
chat over a glass of red with decades of students, that
the University Union eventually named the bar after
him. The Tanner Bar is decorated with his portrait. 

Godfrey retired from most of his duties in 1993,
teaching only Sanskrit from that point on. He marked
the occasion by installing his first telephone in the
Bestiary. 

The same year Godfrey made the front page of the
Central Coast Express sporting a black eye sustained in
the defence of two female students against some
“young swine”, as he termed the assailant. 

“I shouted to him that I would put the evil eye on
him,” the Beast told the newspaper. 

In January last year, Godfrey suffered a major
stroke, but recovered so quickly that many of his
friends did not realise how seriously ill he was. 

While his balance remained a little off, and he began
using a cane when he walked, Godfrey’s mental powers
were undiminished and during his last 18 months he
travelled the country on behalf of the University
Convocation, broadcast the weekly Godfrey’s Gripes
on the campus radio station and completed his term on
the university council. 

Godfrey Tanner died at the age of 74. He never mar-
ried, nor sired descendants other than an innumerable
host of intellectual and social debtors. 

Matthew Thompson
(Originally published in the Sydney Morning Herald on 14 September 2002.
Reprinted with permission.)
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D
inner at the “Bestiary”, Godfrey’s home on
Newcastle Hill, had become something of a
Sunday evening ritual for me by the mid-

1990s. Godfrey acted as chef and waiter on these occa-
sions and usually provided a running commentary on
every phase of the cooking process. One evening,
Godfrey announced that the usual meal of fish and
boiled vegetables would be preceded by soup. He said
he was conducting a gastronomic experiment and that I
was to be his guinea pig! Godfrey prepared the soup in
uncharacteristic silence, so most of its ingredients
remain a mystery to me. Placing a bowl of it in front of
me, Godfrey remarked, “it will do you no moral harm,
dear boy, only physical.” 

And so it turned out. From the terrible after-effects
of Godfrey’s brew, I was able to draw one or two con-
clusions about its contents. I know it contained an
indecent amount of garlic because I had a flame throw-
er breath the following morning. Worse still, Godfrey’s
concoction had a dramatic laxative effect! I don’t know
what caused that. When I told Godfrey of these adverse
consequences he was delighted. “I shall call it the
Beast’s Purgative Soup,” he triumphantly declared.

Fortunately, subsequent versions of Godfrey’s soup
were less cathartic than the first. However, generally I
found it worthwhile putting my health at risk in order
to take advantage of Godfrey’s formidable intellect and
prodigious memory. It has to be said that Godfrey’s
company often involved an element of risk. He liked
describing himself as an “evil man” who was adept at

getting others drunk. When he told undergraduates
they needed a “healthy dose of spirituality,” Godfrey
did not necessarily have the Holy Ghost in mind! 

Indeed I became a friend of Godfrey’s as a result of
attending several punishing drinking sessions he hosted
in the bar that now bears his name. Like many under-
graduates, I envied Godfrey’s ability to remain upright
and lucid even after he had consumed vast quantities of
alcohol. 

While I attended several of Godfrey’s lectures and
found them impressive, it is the memories of face to
face conversations with him at the “Bestiary” which I
value most. On his poorer days, Godfrey could be long-
winded. Nevertheless, I usually found that the mental
discipline and concentration which characterised the
best of Godfrey’s lectures was a feature of his private
conversations as well. Such performances belied his oft-
repeated claim that his intellectual powers were failing
and that he was already in the “crematorium holding
pen.” 

Incidentally, Godfrey was also a great storyteller,
and it is perhaps unfortunate I remember so little of the
rip-roaring tales he used to tell about the idiosyncrasies
of politicians, vice chancellors and bishops. 

As I particularly enjoyed talking to Godfrey about
current affairs, I thought I would discuss some of the
opinions he expressed about political and social issues
during the eleven years I knew him. As his 2NUR audi-
ence would know, Godfrey was contemptuous of most
fashionable theories about politics and economics. His

Godfrey’s Table Talk 
by Troy Duncan
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views were often as pungent as the soup he served up.
Godfrey constantly warned of the social conse-

quences of economic rationalism, which he condemned
as “a diabolical blasphemy” because it made “monetary
profit” the “sole measure of good.” When he spoke of
Milton Friedman, the father of modern economic liber-
alism, Godfrey’s indignation knew no bounds. Along
with the listeners of 2NUR, he told me that he expect-
ed Friedman would be a fellow inmate in the depths of
hell and that he relished the prospect of observing him
“in his torments.” 

Describing himself as a “conservative of the wet,
paternalist variety,” Godfrey was disillusioned by the
Liberals’ enthusiastic embrace of Friedmanite ideas.
Godfrey preferred those Australian and British conser-
vative leaders who accepted the existence of the welfare
state and contributed positively to its development.

He endorsed Harold Macmillan’s assertion that
Toryism had “always been a form of paternal social-
ism.” Godfrey praised Ted Heath, whom he met in
1967, for placing political and social consensus above
ideological purity. He could not stomach Thatcher.
Malcolm Fraser was right, thought Godfrey, to resist
rationalists within his own party who wanted to slash
tariffs, float the currency and privatise government
enterprises. 

Of course, Godfrey’s allegiance to the non-labor
side of politics was anything but constant. As is well
known, he left the Liberals in the late 1960s in protest
at Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam War. Yet
even after Godfrey rejoined them, his frustration with
their dry policies was such that he often voted for the

Democrats and Greens. 
Although Godfrey had grave misgivings about the

Coalition’s economic agenda, he also objected to
Labor’s plans for constitutional change. His eagerness
to see the last of the republican Keating caused him to
welcome Howard’s victory in 1996. But Godfrey did
not remain relaxed and comfortable for long. 

The Liberals’ plans for a radical reform of industrial
relations made him apprehensive. Godfrey was fond of
recommending to them the example of Stanley
Baldwin, another political hero of his, who after the
1926 General Strike refused to use his massive parlia-
mentary majority to crush unionism, saying it “... would
be a very cruel and wicked abuse of a great temporary
advantage.” 

Confronted with major cutbacks in funding to uni-
versities, social security and the ABC, Godfrey con-
demned the Coalition’s “doctrinaire mania” and con-
cluded that the “stupid Fightback policy of Hewson”
remained its “true policy.” He joined the protests
against Vanstone’s cuts to higher education and cam-
paigned to save the ABC. Godfrey had a radio perma-
nently tuned to the classical music station ABCFM.
The disappearance of that channel would have detract-
ed significantly from the total pleasure of his existence!

Godfrey did have a grudging respect for Howard,
praising him for taking on the gun lobby after the Port
Arthur massacre and for committing peace keepers to
East Timor. He also thought Howard was correct to
distance himself from his predecessor’s rhetoric about
the need for Australia to engage more closely with Asia.
“It is good to lay the ghost of Mr Keating’s heresy that

Tony Brennan, Godfrey and Troy Duncan, 2002
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we are all Asians. We are not,” he said. 
He was scathing of the utilitarian concept of higher

education promoted by Liberal and Labor policy mak-
ers. Never wavering in his belief that the ultimate pur-
pose of a liberal education was to develop and refine
one’s mind and personality, Godfrey argued that uni-
versities should be “places of public conscience” com-
mitted to “passing on the great cultural traditions and
the wisdom of the past.” 

What Godfrey feared most was that under the pres-
sures of deregulation universities would become “crea-
tures of the multinational empires of the world where
nobody can do research or publish anything which con-
flicts with the interests of shareholders and the profits
of sponsors.” Undergraduate life was impoverished by a
preoccupation with the bottom line, said Godfrey.
Having played a central role in the social and sporting
life of our campus, it is not surprising that Godfrey was
depressed by the idea that students should stick to the
narrow path of vocational success without ever
looking to the left or right to see what extra
curricula activities university had to offer. 

To the end, Godfrey remained a
passionate Anglophile. In keeping
with his Tory paternalist views, he
commemorated the magnanimous
gestures of wise monarchs and
broad-minded elites. He evi-
dently believed British politics
had gained much from what
he thought were the judicious
interventions of kings and
queens who were anxious to
serve the common good.
Many Australian republi-
cans, he argued, were indis-
criminate in their criticism of
Britain’s political and consti-
tutional legacy. 

Godfrey accepted
Keating’s argument that
Australia needed a resident
head of state but his insistence
on retaining the hereditary princi-
ple led him to propose some
intriguing alternatives to the present
constitutional arrangements. Few of
his ideas would gladden the hearts of

Australian nationalists. His proposal for making
Princess Anne Australia’s queen is described elsewhere.
Even more bizarre was his suggestion that a descendant
of James II, the last Stuart king, should be invited to
become our head of state! 

I remember yet another proposal of Godfrey’s for a
local monarchy which was intended to simultaneously
solve the problems raised by the republican and recon-
ciliation debates. It involved the creation of a “rotating
kingship” for which only indigenous leaders could
stand. Godfrey took the Malaysian system as his model,
under which a king is elected, for a five year period,
from among the hereditary rulers of the states. “Let us
show reconciliation by … having a kingship rotating
every four or five years between tribal chiefs or elected
persons representing various Aboriginal areas.” 

It is worth noting that Godfrey shared the
Aboriginal activist Michael Mansell’s aversion to dis-
plays of nationalistic fervour on Australia Day. “I do

share his doubts about the appropriateness of
Australia Day as a celebration occasion. I

would like it to be a day of atonement for
the misery that the settlement of this

country by Europeans inflicted on
the unfortunate early settlers, the

convicts and the Aborigines who
suffered so badly.” Godfrey’s
idea of extending the notion of
Sorry Day to all groups that
had suffered discrimination
was a generous one but it is
doubtful the idea of repent-
ing for sins would have had
much resonance in our post-
Christian society.

Sexual politics was
another theme of our con-
versations. I recall Godfrey
saying he feared that the stri-
dency of some contemporary

Gay activists would provoke a
backlash (humourless ideo-

logues of any kind set Godfrey’s
teeth on edge). He also believed

the vulgarity of the Mardi Gras
reinforced negative stereotypes of

homosexuals. While I don’t think
Godfrey regretted his earlier outspoken-
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ness about sexual matters, I sometimes got the impres-
sion he was happy to allow the more recent image of
himself as the university’s elder statesman to supersede
the memory of the young activist.

Finally, a few general observations about Godfrey.
As much as he revered aristocracy, Godfrey was in prac-
tice almost totally without pretension. His gregarious-
ness endeared him to many students. Perhaps the most
fun I ever had with Godfrey was on Autonomy Day
1991, when Matthew Ward and I accompanied him as
he toured the campus ostentatiously giving his blessing
to all kinds of student pranks. Afterwards, we contin-
ued drinking in Godfrey’s office where he compliment-
ed Matthew for resembling “Our Lord and Saviour” and
insulted me by saying I looked like “an eighteenth cen-
tury pisspot!” 

How our friendship survived that put down, I’ll
never know!

I also have memories of the private man who cher-
ished the quiet of his Hill residence where he insulated
himself from what he saw as the multiple evils of
modernity. Most of his domestic appliances were
decades out of date. Godfrey’s almost pathological
antipathy to computers and the Internet is well known.
(When Godfrey heard some students had used their
computer accounts to access porn sites, he declared:
“Forget Mr Beazley’s Knowledge Nation. What we
have here is the Carnal Knowledge Nation!”) The small

colour TV Godfrey owned was a gift he hardly ever
used. As we were walking through Arcadia Park one
day, Godfrey looked down on NBN and cursed it for
broadcasting crapulous programs which he said had
destroyed any chance of creating a truly literary culture
in Newcastle! 

Godfrey’s public benefactions have been document-
ed but he performed many private acts of kindness as
well. Generous, even indulgent, with friends, Godfrey
was extremely frugal with himself. No one who saw
Godfrey regularly would say he spent too much on
clothing! His compassion extended to cats, for whom
Godfrey was something of a magnet. He attributed his
popularity with them to his ability to speak fluent
“catish.” When his old moggy Max died in 2000,
Godfrey held a memorial service for him. 

I still find it impossible to regard Godfrey as any-
thing other than a living presence in my life. As impres-
sive as his intellectual abilities were, it is Godfrey’s gen-
erosity, outrageous humour and zest for life that I will
remember most. A.E. Housman’s comment about
Arthur Platt is applicable to Godfrey: “What most
eludes description is not the excellence of his gifts but
the singularity of his essential being, his utter unlike-
ness to any other creature in the world.”

Troy Duncan

Former Tanner student Cheryl Kernot with one of her mentors
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W
hile Godfrey was such a well-known fig-
ure of the University and of Newcastle
life, there was another side to him that

not as many people were privileged to see. Godfrey was
equally well-know overseas for the same reasons as he
was loved at home. He was a truly international charac-
ter and had an impact on a huge number of people and
institutions. I was fortunate enough to work and travel
overseas with Godfrey for a number of years and had
the opportunity to experience the life of “The Beast
Abroad” as he used to refer to himself.

In particular, I spent a lot of time with Godfrey in
the context of the British Academy institutions scat-
tered around the Mediterranean and Middle East. The
most significant of these was the British School at
Athens (BSA), where I eventually became the first (and
quite probably, the last) Australian to hold the position
of Senior Student. Godfrey came to be a fixture at the
BSA during the tenure as Director of his close friend
and important Bronze Age scholar, Hector Catling.

Godfrey regularly spent Christmas at the BSA and
the school students pass on many stories of his warmth
and antics, for instance, he was known to be on more
than nodding acquaintance with the ghost of one of the
School’s founders, Penrose, who is said to haunt the
School library. One famous occasion led to Godfrey
becoming the Honorary Patron of the “Trousers
Down” Symposium, a unique gathering of like minded,
and inebriated young scholars, who would meet to dis-
cuss their own personal theories on their subjects with-

out any requirement to limit the discourse to empirical
fact. These symposia, under Godfrey’s influence, were
hilarious and learned occasions and I am sure that we
will continue to hold them in his honour whenever the
opportunity arises.

Godfrey and I also travelled to Turkey and Cyprus
together where we resided at the British Institute in
Ankara and Cyprus American Archaeological Research
Institute (CAARI) respectively. We had a number of
adventures in both of these countries and I will try to
capture a few of these instances to go with the pho-
tographs from my personal collection.

The Beast Abroad
by Bradley Creevey

image: Godfrey at Ephesus
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GGOODDFFRREEYY AATT EEPPHHEESSUUSS (see image, opposite page).
Godfrey and I travelled through Turkey in January of
1991, gathering information for a project he was work-
ing on. Nothing of great note happened at Ephesus,
apart from Godfrey driving off what he called “Bloody
motorised touts!” with his umbrella when they became
too persistent in trying to sell us ancient coins from
their motorbikes. What I remember most about
Ephesus is the image of Godfrey sitting at the very top
of the Great Theatre, surveying the ancient landscape.
He looked so much a part of the place that I had to take
a photo of him. I think it captures the essence of
Godfrey in a way, among the relics of a world he knew
so well.

HHAALLIIKKAARRNNAASSSSOOSS (see image, above). One of the things
that amazed me about Godfrey was his endurance. He
was surprisingly fit with all that squash and cycling
about in his academic robe. In our travels we often took
on seemingly innocent challenges that turned out to be
quite difficult. In Turkey, at Bodrum (Ancient
Halikarnassos) we decided to walk the length of the
remaining Classical defences which involved scaling
some serious limestone outcrops. It was here that we
became very good at spotting ancient tombs (some-
thing we did a lot of in Cyprus) and achieved our “last-
ing affinity with the dead” as Godfrey put it. He also
coined a war cry for scaling tall rocks while looking for
tombs... “The Beast is on the mountain, Sheep may
safely graze!” I never quite worked out what he meant
by that, but it made me laugh then, and it still does now.

LLYYDDIIAANN TTOOMMBB,,  TTUURRKKEEYY JJAANN 11999911 (see image, below).
Another town, another tomb. We got quite good at
finding them, even when we weren’t looking.

TTOOMMBBSS OOFF TTHHEE KKIINNGGSS,,  CCYYPPRRUUSS (see image, below).
These tombs were amazing, and Godfrey went about
quoting a lot of Dante at me when we were there. We
went back several times to the Tombs of the Kings at
Paphos because there was something about the place
that made you feel like the ancients were still there.
Godfrey had that effect, of bringing the past to life
about him.image: Halikarnassos

image: Lydian Tomb, Turkey Jan 1991

image: Tombs of the Kings, Cyprus
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CCYYPPRRUUSS--RRAAFF  (see image, below). One of the most
alarming and, ultimately, funny events to occur on our
travels involves the Helicopter in this picture. I took
the shot when we walked up to the woodland temple of
Apollo Hylates (“Of the woods”) near Kourion in

Cyprus. The temple is up in the hills and near to the UK
Naval base at Akrotiri. They had had some terrorist
attacks from near where we were walking, but no-one
had saw fit to inform us of that. Anyway, after visiting
the temple we headed back down towards the coast in
search of a Taverna and some ice-cold Keo beers.
Suddenly the helicopter appeared in front of us and just
above the tree-line. It dipped and then a minute later
flew over us to drop behind the trees. I realised what
was about to happen and warned Godfrey that we
would be “having company”. Just then a group of
British commandoes burst through the bush to be con-
fronted with Godfrey waving his umbrella in one hand
and his readers card for the Bodlien library in the other.
I am not sure what the commandoes were expecting,
but Godfrey certainly wasn’t it. They were totally flum-
moxed and eventually managed to beat a retreat to the
helicopter after assuring Godfrey that they were 100%
convinced of our bonafides, despite having left our
passports as surety at the pensione. At the time, it was
quite alarming, but I will never forget the look on those
young men’s faces.

W
hen I attended Godfrey’s funeral I was
very impressed to see the number of peo-
ple who attended and the feeling of com-

munity that pervaded there. I think we would all agree
that not everyone in the community always understood
Godfrey or the way he did things, but I think it is only
just and a true reflection of the man he was that we were
all united in our feelings about him with his passing.
Not very many people in life are shown the kind of
respect that they are due, but our Godfrey was given
that in a spontaneous round of applause for a life well
lived.

Bradley Creevey

image: Cyprus-RAF

image: Godfrey taking a rubbing of masons’ marks, Troy
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Pics from the Godfrey Tanner Bar, 2002   (photographer: Daniel Lynch)

Pics from the Godfrey Tanner Bar, 2002   (photographer: Daniel Lynch)



‘I think the Gods delight to turn away
All deep-dyed villains from the door of death

And hale in all the good men.’

Philoctetes: Sophocles

H
e was a mythical figure when I first met him
in 1972. Perhaps he had studied mythology
with such a passion that he himself had

become the stuff of myth. If mythology be the chariot
that carries higher truths then Godfrey Tanner is now
circling Troy in some parallel universe; the bow and
arrows of Heracles in his hands, academic gown flowing
freely in a singlet-and-sandal lap of honour for a life
well-lived. And above the roar of students massing for
the sacking of Troy I hear his voice performing
Sophocles: 

‘Hear first my history; glorious immortality
Is mine, won by great labours bravely borne;

And I am as you see me now.’

I see him now as a brilliant and caring man; a teacher par
excellence; a friend to the friendless; a Wilde raconteur;
a benefactor of students; a connoisseur of nectar and
ambrosia; a man of deep faith; a lover of loves; a gentle-
man and a scholar.

I was introduced to Godfrey by my Year 12 Latin
teacher Father Patrick Ryan. The following year
Godfrey became my periodic conversational compan-
ion on a peripatetic bus as it wound its serpentine way
to and from the university. Godfrey would wax lyrical
on all topics known and unknown to mankind at a deci-
bel level perfectly pitched to reach all ears. My naiveté
was only surpassed by his worldliness but I realise now
how seminal many of those conversations were.
Godfrey was both a challenge and a complement to my
Irish Catholic upbringing. I learnt a lot on that bus. He
was a compassionate man, an inspired teacher and an
erudite mentor. And yet I am sure I was simply one of
many students who received such omnibus mentorship.
I was not a close personal friend. In those formative
years I was afforded only rare glimpses behind the the-
atrical masks that each of us wore.

Time is not a linear construct. I gained the impres-
sion over lateral years that Godfrey perceived no sepa-
ration between the so-called modern and ancient
worlds. He could travel between worlds in an effortless
instant. The North Lambton hills could become the
seven hills of Rome, a passing sports oval the Circus
Maximus or a drainage culvert the Spring of Bandusia.
It was as if he could look out the bus window and see a
parallel universe. The flickering of a storm over
Jesmond held all the promise of a lightning strike on
the road to Damascus. 

Godfrey would often arrive at our lectures or tuto-
rials in mid-sentence. I recall him strolling into the Arts
Drama Theatre: Sports Union jacket and boater hat,
walking cane or umbrella in iambic pentameter, a latter-
day Aristotle entering the Lyceum. And how this
learned Aristotle entertained us! There was no need to
take notes. Each lecture or tutorial was a memorable
odyssey in itself. Godfrey was a veritable Tardis trans-
porting us through time. It was no accident that many
of our lectures were in the Arts Drama Theatre. Our
study of Classical drama involved Godfrey embracing
multiple personalities to bring ancient plays to life. He
would flit from one entity to another on either side of
the lectern, one moment a god, the next a brave warrior,
now a cowering servant, and then the entire jabbering
chorus. Neither dialogue nor duel could dent these
histrionic metamorphoses: at times he would appear to
be on both sides of the lectern at once. Godfrey could
inspire mirth from the most dour of students even if the
play under study were a tragedy. Whether real or imag-
ined I recall him lecturing in a senatorial toga on one
occasion. Perhaps he was and is a senator in some par-
allel Roman universe.

Just as empires rise and fall so too the aging acquain-
tanceships of youth. Godfrey left the bus for his
beloved bicycle and l proceeded from Classics to
Mathematics. Occasionally I would see him riding by:
‘Good morning, my dear boy!’ Or I would sense his
presence, Grecian helmet above the goggles, his voice
breaking deeply from the sandshoe shallows of the
Union, an equine sea from a Trojan shell. I look ahead,
the seahorse said, although he said it in Latin. Or I

Godfrey
by Paul F Walsh
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would hear whispers of a supposed exploit or utterance.
‘Godfrey talks to ghosts, you know,…his house is
haunted!’ But slowly, inexorably, perhaps in accordance
with the mysterious dictates of the gods, our paths
failed to cross.

Two decades passed. Not one chance meeting or
conversation took place between us. Godfrey had
retreated in my mind into the pantheon of memorable
people I had once known. News of his retirement was
both a generational milestone and a source of personal
reflection. The university had lost one of its pillars of
wisdom and I had lost yet another pillar of my youth.
Or so it seemed. All the old certainties and educative
mentors of younger days were entering their sunset
years. I considered writing a congratulatory note to
Godfrey but such an act seemed a contradiction of the
university motto. Was I being tempted to seek my
future in my past? I look ahead, the seahorse said.

It was the death of Father Patrick Ryan that sowed
the seeds of a curious reunion. A published eulogy con-
tained a memorable reference to Godfrey. I found
myself walking down the narrow corridor of the
Classics Department. After two decades the corridor
was familiar, but the students impossibly young. I stud-
ied successive doors in search of the secretary’s office. I
simply wanted to confirm Godfrey’s address in order to
mail him Father Ryan’s eulogy. And then I discovered
Godfrey’s name. Why his name so long after retire-
ment? Perhaps the new occupant of this office had
found rechristening too sacrilegious a task. It would be
somewhat akin to obliterating the name of a pharaoh

from an obelisk. I knocked with limited expectations.
‘Walsh, by Gad, haven’t you graduated yet?’ 
Godfrey presented me with a timeless grin, a vision

resplendent: singlet and shorts under academic gown;
sandals of questionable Roman origin; three young stu-
dents huddled in an arc, Classics texts clasped. He
delighted in telling me that the university had been
unable to find a replacement for him. And thus our rela-
tionship was reborn. His ability to recognise me after
twenty years brings to mind a poetic quote: 

‘And still they gazed, and still the wonder grew,
That one small head could carry all he knew.’

The Deserted Village: Oliver Goldsmith 1770

On a later inimitable occasion Godfrey invited me for ‘a
snort at my bar.’ This entailed a walk from east to west
as if in some Neolithic pilgrimage across the campus.
Godfrey paused to return the greetings of every second
student along the pathway. Agape-ic love was evident in
these exchanges. And the love was clearly mutual. I
explained that I was researching a novel entitled Petrov.
As we walked and talked Godfrey became more and
more animated: ‘By Gad, it’s Sophocles, my dear boy,
your plot is reminiscent of Philoctetes.’ And he was
right. It was a meeting of inspirations—the modern and
the ancient, the teacher and the student—we were back
on the bus gazing through the window at a parallel uni-
verse.

My last conversation with Godfrey took place on
May 15 2002. I noted him dining alone in the
University Club. He invited me to join him. He was in
fine form. We agreed to meet at his home to further
explore the parallels between Philoctetes and the Petrov
Affair. 

Alas it was not meant to be.

Pax Aeterna.

This is the day I never thought to see.
Goodbye, Lemnos, my island; wish me well
And speed this voyage which I must make
Obedient to my fate, my friends,
And the Great God who wills it so.

Philoctetes: Sophocles

Copyright Paul F Walsh
2002
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Godfrey and the Taxi
by Barrie Stokes

S
ometime in the early 1970’s a fellow student and
very good friend of mine, Brian, was involved in
driving a party of athletes to an inter-varsity com-

petition in Sydney. They all fitted into a hired minibus,
along with the Newcastle’s renowned Professor of
Classics. My friend was elected driver, but at that time
had little experience driving in Sydney, and even less
driving a minibus.

While trying to make their way through the city,
with Godfrey navigating, he changed lanes and inadver-
tently cut off a hurrying taxi. The taxi driver shouted
something, and gave Brian a vigorous version of the
standard Aussie salute, involving just one straight fin-
ger on one hand, as he raced past.

As luck would have it, the taxi was exactly beside the
bus on the left at the next set of lights. It was clear they
would be there for a minute or more. Godfrey wound
down the passenger’s window and caught the taxi dri-
ver’s attention.

The driver looked up, and for the next minute or so
Godfrey proceeded to give every one within earshot a
very loud and distinctly negative commentary on the
personality and personal habits of the unfortunate man,
using many rare and unusual Latin and Greek expres-
sions, and citing private behaviour with animals and
some ordinary household objects to which the driver
would probably not admit in open court. Godfrey’s
large hall lecture delivery experience stood him in good
stead on this occasion, as it quickly became clear that
many pedestrians, as well as drivers of nearby cars, were
quite transfixed by such classic oratory as one does not
hear every day at the corner of Pitt and Bathurst.

The lights finally changed, but Brian wasn’t able to
drive off immediately, as everyone in the minibus
except Godfrey was doubled up and laughing fit to
choke themselves. The taxi driver was also temporarily
incapacitated, due what appeared to Brian to be a com-

bination of sudden acute blood pressure loss accompa-
nying an apoplectic fit and severe choking.

The honour of the lads from steel city had been
restored, the war of words was a triumph for the coun-
try team, and the rest of the day on the field was a huge
success.

Given the relative lack of richness and variety in
ordinary Aussie verbal abuse, the taxi driver ought to
have been grateful for such a concise and free lesson in
the invective of the glorious past, but he probably was-
n’t.

Barrie Stokes
Humanities I & II (1965, 1966)

Godfrey in baseball diamond launching mode
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� 8. Sept. 2002

OODDEE  TToo  PPrrooff..  GGooddffrreeyy  TTaannnneerr

(recently departed)
Dear Godfrey Tanner ...

I thank YOU for the many good hours spent with YOU in persona and your GRIPE on

2NUR-FM, our contact wave.

I am left behind still believing “PEACE On EARTH is possible.”

Humanly PARADISE, please �

NOT military CONTROL !

NOT the BIG BANG !!

NOT TOTAL ENVIRONMENTAL distraction!!!

Dear Godfree, we still need your HELP

to make REAL Peace HISTORY between 

us all = ONE PLANET

= ONE PEOPLE

= ONE CHANCE

* Godfrey, Dear, please send URGENTLY enough HELPERS, from beyond, to collect all

the weaponry on our planet Earth ; taking it all away, to your beyond.

Please, please, please help make THIS EVIL disappear

Dear Godfree, you know how bad things are down here below, please let your GOOD

SPIRIT re-appear in the HEARTS of your Friends and global family to help to re-create

PEACE ON THIS LOVELY PLANET ����...

Now, we all realise that we are all brothers and sisters of all the children of our

MOTHER Earth.

* we could share much better.

* we can change ourself and BAD SYSTEMS.

* we will repair our EARTH for all our children’s’ FUTURE �

*GODFREE, Dear, good by � FOR NOW

I am looking forward to my PRAYERS for PEACE sake; being answerd, very soon, please

��.

All Earthlings have equal RIGHTS to a peaceful CO-EXISTENCE with NON VIOLENT

conflict resolution of ALL DISPUTES ��

= Without military INTER FEAR ANCE !!!

yes, yes, yes

� u later Alley Gator �

Peacefully, Yours,

Meta



2002 Blues Dinner:
Tribute To Godfrey Tanner

(A speech prepared for the Blues Dinner but never delivered )

by Adrian Iakin

A
t this point in the proceeding of the Blues
Dinner in past years, it was the tradition to
call upon Professor Godfrey Tanner to say

grace, which he did in his inimitable style, always in
Latin and from the little Latin that some of us knew,
usually a variation on previous versions.

As Godfrey is no longer with us, we wish to take
this moment to pay tribute to Godfrey for his commit-
ment and contribution to the sporting life of the uni-
versity. 

In order to understand Godfrey’s contribution to
University sport, it is necessary to understand the
nature of the organization at the time he was appoint-
ed. Imagine a very small student and staff body—a stu-
dent body without any traditions and structures to
guide its development. In 1960, when Godfrey came to
Newcastle, he came to the Tighes Hill campus of the
Newcastle University College, which was governed by
the University of NSW in Sydney. Student and staff
members then, had a much closer association outside of
lecture rooms than is possible today and looked to one
another for support. Staff members provided a source
of experience in helping to establish a large variety of
sporting and cultural activities in which they also par-
ticipated. The large spread of student activities and
sports that Godfrey supported coupled with the long
period of time over which he maintained an active
involvement, help to explain why he was so influential
in shaping the development of sport on campus.

SSppeecciiffiiccaallllyy::  

Professor Tanner was responsible for founding the
University Boat Club in 1962. He helped to draft a con-
stitution for the new club, donated a regulation four
and a tub pair and was the most generous benefactor of
a group of trustees who purchased a wharf side building

at King Street, Raymond Terrace which was donated to
the University in 1966 for use as a boat shed. 

Professor Tanner was President of the University of
Newcastle Boat Club for many years until the early
1980s. He was Patron of the University of Newcastle
Boat Club from 1986 and the university quad scull pur-
chased in 1991, is named in his honour.

In 1967, Godfrey, together with Prof James
Auchmuty, Ken Booth, Peter Kleeman, Doug March
and Brian O’Shea, was one of the six people to be
awarded the very first Honorary Life Memberships of
the Sports Union—the highest honour that the Sports
Union could bestow. 

From 1970–1973, Godfrey was President of the
University of Newcastle Sports Union and oversaw a
number of significant developments which included: 

• provision of student accident insurance for all stu-
dents by the Sports Union and NUSA,

• planning and establishment of a fund for con-
struction of the “Field House” later named the
Auchmuty Sports Centre which now lies at the
heart of The Forum,

• completion of squash courts 2, 3 and 4, 
• lighting of the hockey field on No. 1 Oval, 
• Establishment of the Non-Competitive Pastimes

and Diversions Committee to provide opportuni-
ties for participation in sport and recreation for
students not interested in competitive sport, 

• construction of No. 2 Oval, and, most significant-
ly this evening,

• introduction of the Colour award for recognition
of outstanding service in the administration of
sporting clubs.

Godfrey was elected to the position of Vice President
of the Australian University Sports Association from
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1979—1982. In recognition of his services, Godfrey was
appointed Vice-Patron of AUSA in 1987 and Honorary
Vice-President from 1988 -1990.

Godfrey was patron of the Boat, Rugby League and
Surfriding Clubs, Vice President of the Rugby Club and
a staunch supporter of many university sports including
Cricket, Baseball and NUDES.

It is appropriate to acknowledge not just his contri-
bution to sport through the official positions he held
but through his vital role within the university as its
mentor and conscience. Every President of the Sports
Union since he held office in 1973, spoke to Godfrey
on a regular basis to keep him informed of what was
happening in sport and to seek his counsel and I am
sure that most would have thought of him not just as a
valued colleague but as a close friend. He was a close
friend and advisor to the Amenities Officer Harry
Bradford, and I was fortunate to often have access to his
knowledge and wisdom. He had an intimate knowledge
of the university and its people and in my early days at
the university, when many people proffered differing
views on what road to follow, it was a great comfort to
know that irrespective of your own inclinations,
Godfrey’s advice was always framed with regard to the
best interests of students and the university. 

In recognition of Godfrey’s contribution to sport,
NUSport has donated $5,000 to the Godfrey Tanner
Scholarship Fund which Godfrey helped set up in 1998
to assist disadvantaged students obtain a university edu-
cation. It is what he would have wanted. If Godfrey
were here, he would urge you to make a contribution in
support of this worthy cause. 

All of you here who have known Godfrey will have
your own enduring memories but I would like to share
the description of this incident recorded in the Sports
Union history Blood and Bandages of the prize giving
at the 1961 Throsby Creek Regatta:

“(Flour) bombs were thrown at the ‘boat’ crews as
they floundered along in the mud, at fellow students
on the banks and—almost every time he opened his
mouth—at the College’s Senior Lecturer in
Classics… Mr Tanner was there to present the
cream horn and beer bottle trophies…. and was
bombarded when he began to make a speech. ‘Ladies
and gentlemen’ he said, and a flour bomb hit him on
the chin. ‘On this happy occasion’ said Mr Tanner,
and a student emptied another bomb over his head. 

“Mr Tanner smiled, stood his ground and even-

tually completed the speech, suggesting the forma-
tion of a rowing club at the College. When he’d fin-
ished, the students cheered him, made as though to
throw him in the creek, but chaired him on their
shoulders instead and bore him off, looking some-
what like a Classical ghost towards the College.”

The passing of Godfrey is the passing of an era in sport
and a passing of the tradition of the Latin Grace at the
Blues Dinner. I ask you now to all be up standing to
hear the “Classical ghost” Godfrey say grace at a Blues
Dinner for the very last time. 

Adrian Iakin
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“...a sham view of how rich we are”:
An Interview With Godfrey on Sustainability

by Minski

GGOODDFFRREEYY::
Yes, now...

IINNTTEERRVVIIEEWWEERR::
What are your thoughts on the conference of Students
and Sustainability?

GGOODDFFRREEYY::
Well unfortunately of course I’ve had with other things
to see my doctors, after my stroke, this week. You
know I do that regularly. I’ve had no chance to hear any
of the conversations that’s going on. 

It is an important issue, I think we should think
about the future of the world in general, it’s no use us
thinking about what looks comfortable for the
moment.

Now I am a little concerned at the attitude of
Canberra and Washington and Tokyo to the Kyoto
agreement. Clearly there’s a real risk if we go on pollut-
ing the Earth the way we are doing now we’ll have a
drought area permanently west of the Blue Mountains

and Australia will be a country with a fairly well-
watered sea coast and a terribly dry interior which is
going to mean all sorts of problems because we’ve sold
the whole sea coast to developers for tourism, not for
farming. So that’s one worry I think we have. 

The question of our water supply here is also shock-
ing and other countries in the world, too. I think water
will be the most important matter in the next fifty years
regarding human survival everywhere. The Middle East
of course, the Jordan’s been pumped dry, virtually. The
rivers in Turkistan were pumped dry by the Soviet and
the Aral sea was partly a sand pit; this kind of thing has
been going on and I think more will keep on going on
if it suits big business in the short run.

So I think it’s very important to see the difference
between what we would call ‘profitability’ and ‘sustain-
ability’. Profit concerns the lifetimes of those who do
the business, as far as I can see, it doesn’t concern the
attitudes of the people who are really going to suffer
from the effects later, the next generation. 

M
y verbal interactions with Godfrey were always entertaining although few and far between. What I
enjoyed most was his ability to take any question and produce what appeared to be a well thought-out
reply even in spontaneous situations. The following article was transcribed from a video interview with

Godfrey Tanner at The University of Newcastle during the annual Students and Sustainability conference held in
Newcastle in July 2001. The images on the opposite page are stills from the same interview. Enjoy. 
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So I think we’ve got a great duty to look at the prop-
er usage, also, of agriculture. I do not like the genetic
modification of crops, it causes all sorts of problems
already, it will cause a lot more. But of course
Monsanto and the other great companies rule the world
now and globalisation will sure as hell keep on ruling
the world. And I think globalisation is going to very be
disastrous for long-term sustainability. On the other
hand people will tell you if we don’t do it we’ll get no
trade and things will be bad, we’ll be poorer and poor-
er, I don’t know.

I think we have a sham view of how rich we are now
in the world.

IINNTTEERRVVIIEEWWEERR::
And so what do you think the individual can do at a
grass roots level to…

GGOODDFFRREEYY::
I think you can try to vote for people and groups that
think a change is desirable in this policy. I think you can
try to make what use of the media as possible. All of
those are possible things to do. I don’t think it’s much
use running around with bombs and guns. That’s gen-
erally counterproductive, I think.

IINNTTEERRVVIIEEWWEERR::
And could you just briefly state your name?

GGOODDFFRREEYY::
Oh yes, Godfrey Tanner...

IINNTTEERRVVIIEEWWEERR::
And your position?

GGOODDFFRREEYY::
Oh former head of the department of Classics in the
University of Newcastle. I still teach Indian Sanskrit
here.

This interview can be viewed at the Archives Website,
http://www.newcastle.edu.au/services/library/
collections/archives/int/godfreytanner/
godfreytanner.html

(Ed.)
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Vale
Professor Emeritus Godfrey Tanner

1927—2002
by Gionni Di Gravio

O
ur University’s illustrious and much loved
Professor of Classics Godfrey Tanner died on
Wednesday night July 10th 2002 at 8:45pm.

He was one of the University’s founding fathers and
saw it as his duty to dedicate his life to its growth and
evolution.

Godfrey Tanner was born in Brisbane in 1927, edu-
cated at Melbourne Grammar School, Melbourne
University and Clare College, Cambridge. At
Melbourne he graduated in 1949 with first-class hon-
ours in Classics, gaining the R.G. Wilson Scholarship
and the Victorian Association’s Leeper Gold Medal,
and the Higgins Poetry Prize. He was subsequently
elected Wyzelaskie Scholar. 

Proceeding to M.A. Degree in 1950, he was awarded
the University of Melbourne’s Aitchison Travelling
Scholarship and its Sydney Myer Travelling Scholarship
in 1951. In Cambridge he was elected Jebb Scholar of
the University 1950-52 and later Honorary Scholar of
Clare College when he graduated in 1952 with first-
class honours in the second part of the Classical Tripos. 

In 1952 he accepted an invitation to return to
Melbourne University and lecture under Professor
Scutt. Upon the latter’s retirement he took charge of
the Comparative Philology course. He resigned from
that University in 1955. 

From 1957 to 1960 he then took up a post as Senior
Classics Master at The King’s School Parramatta, where
he was associated with an important production of the
Sophoclean Tragedy reported in the London Press of
1958. 

He arrived in Newcastle in November 1959. In
February 1960 he succeeded Mr J. Duhigg as Senior
Lecturer-in-Charge of Classics at Newcastle University
College. Without wasting any time on the 12th April
1961 he marched to the Town Hall along with 300 fel-
low protesters to call for an establishment of an
autonomous University in Newcastle. 

On the 10th May 1961 he officiated at the annual

Newcastle University College regatta in Throsby
Creek. He was there to award the cream horn and beer
bottle trophies to winners of the boat race. But contro-
versy struck when he began his speech. “Ladies and
gentlemen,” he said, and was then hit by a flour bomb
on the chin. “On this happy occasion,” he continued,
and had another flour bomb emptied over his head. He
eventually completed his speech, was cheered, then
picked up by the students, who pretended to throw him
into the creek, but chaired him away on their shoulders
“looking somewhat like a Classical ghost, towards the
College.” 

In March 1963 he was appointed Associate
Professor of Classics at Newcastle University College.
On the 14th September 1964 he was appointed to the
Chair of Latin, which carries with it the headship of the
Department of Classical Studies at Newcastle
University College. 

He was a man of many facets being a member of
Anglican Synod, a high church Anglican. He was also
an activist for the Hill Residents’ Action Group. He
rode his bike to campus with academic robes and often
wore t-shirts and shorts. He loved squash, athletics,
rugby league and union, cricket umpiring and the row-
ing club, donating several thousand pounds to buy the
University’s rowing club premises (The Boat Shed) at
Raymond Terrace. He was the former President of the
University’s Sports Union and Vice President of
Australian Universities Sports Association. 

He was the Australian Representative on the
International Federation for Classical Studies. Elected
President (in October 1992) of the Australian Society
of Classical Studies. He was a monarchist, a card-carry-
ing member of the Liberal Party and yet during the
Vietnam era offered his home as sanctuary to draft
dodgers and campaigned during the early ’70s for gay
rights. 

He (officially) retired from the University of
Newcastle on the 31st January 1993, but continued to
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teach since then, as well as being involved in Council,
Student Scholarships funding and a whole host of
University and Community activities.

Godfrey’s death came as a great shock to us. He was
a great supporter of the Library’s Archives and the Rare
Books. The two high points of Godfrey’s funeral were
his good friend and colleague Dr Bernie Curran’s eulo-
gy and the spontaneous applause at the departure of
Godfrey’s coffin from Christ Church Cathedral. 

I can remember our last conversations in the bar and
on the 100 bus in the previous week. We were dis-
cussing and joking about what kind of monumental
project he could announce to undertake (that he knew
he would never complete), an autobiography (he
glared), something grand... and possibly ridiculous. We
spoke and argued about refugees, Aborigines, he held
his wine, he spoke, he slept. I told Godfrey that he was
an inspiration to many, many people, and that it was a
great shame there weren’t more like him walking the
campus. 

At the last Booklovers meeting (on the 26th June)
that he attended in the backroom of Cooks Hill Books,
everyone later commented how personal the proceed-
ings had been, how everyone’s guard was down. We
spoke of our books of inspiration and comfort. I didn’t
understand it then, but I do now that there was a com-
munion of souls occurring, and this was a final gift (of

sorts) to Godfrey. 
There’s a part of one’s body that is in tune with what

is happening in the here and now, while our minds are
concerned with past and future concerns. I felt this on
the Monday, a very disoriented day, by Tuesday we
heard the news. Shock. By Wednesday the publicity
machine was in gear and things got very busy. Scanning
through the photographs and newsclippings I started to
laugh, this man had lived one hell of a life... and I only
got as far as the first clipping book that ends with
Autonomy! I saw Vlase the sculptor and suggested a
bronze of Godfrey as Pan to be placed (hidden), in the
grounds of the Don Morris Walk. 

By Thursday, after the VC, media people and public
relations had obtained their Godfrey files, scanned pho-
tographs and potted histories, I shutdown the comput-
er and went to the bus stop and there it hit me. No
more would I hear that distinctive shuffling, with the
“Ah my boy” ready for the late evening’s conversation
prior to the arrival of the Newcastle 100. I then felt a
small hole in the heart, a loss. 

Gionni Di Gravio
August 2002
email: gionni.digravio@newcastle.edu.au

Gionni Di Gravio, Michael Sternbeck, Gregg Heathcote, Prof. Ken Dutton & Godfrey
at the Dedication of the Friends Reading Room, 2 April 1998
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Godfrey & The Booklovers Society:
An Interview With David McLean

by Matthew Ward

R
oss (Edmonds) and I had an idea that there
were a lot of book lovers who didn’t have any-
where to meet, so we canvassed half a dozen

people, one of whom was Godfrey. Although he’d
rarely been in Cooks Hill Books, Godfrey was immedi-
ately supportive of the idea, he was quite excited and
offered his home and library for our first meeting. As it
happened, the first meeting was held in the back room
of the book shop, and the second one was hosted by
Godfrey, and when we arrived we found he had
arranged the chairs around and graciously poured wine
for everybody as they came in, and this set the tone for
the Booklovers ever since.

Godfrey spoke on some of the book sellers he’d
known and loved in Cambridge over the many years
he’d been coming and going there, and he spoke fondly
of book sellers and book shops in the high streets
around Cambridge. Then he showed us his inner sanc-
tum upstairs where all the more serious books were
kept, and most of us had very little to say because we
couldn’t speak on any certitude about early Christian
society or the Greek and Latin cultures and the ancient
world like he could, but there are so many things he
could and did speak of at the Booklovers.

A typical Booklovers would start out with a topic.
We had a couple of good ones—on the decadence of
Aubrey Beardsley and Oscar Wilde—and a meeting
would start off with Godfrey speaking extemporane-
ously about the inner and outer lives of some of the
characters from centuries past, where he would eluci-
date their motivation and their character and the gossip
about them as well, and in a very gentle way give a judg-
ment on their worth or their standing; and all this with-
out being arrogant, authoritative or without ever
putting anyone down or belittling anybody’s knowl-
edge or contribution, he would always add to some-
thing rather than subtract from it. He often strayed

from the theme, but it was never boring and never
worthless and always worthwhile, and I have a sneaking
suspicion a lot of people came to the Booklovers pure-
ly to hear Godfrey’s extemporaneous comments on the
world past and present. 

His mind was unlike any I’ve ever known—he had
visual images and exact memories of things that he
couldn’t have possibly experienced, but he could bring
them to life with vividness and a sort of veracity. He
could make moral judgments without appearing to and
I think he was always thinking of what was the good for
mankind and womankind, and it made me admire his
sort of High Church Anglicanism that he espoused
without ever preaching. He occasionally would talk
about his childhood and upbringing without being very
forthcoming. He’d speak about political leaders. 

He spoke most warmly and passionately about the
University of Newcastle and the history of the forma-
tion of a university in the Hunter Region going back to
the time of Bishop Tyrrell and the ecclesiastical learning
centres that were envisaged in about 1850.
Notwithstanding St John’s College at Morpeth, which
he valued highly, but we discussed with tears in our eyes
the destruction of the library at Morpeth and how the
books had been stacked in the hall and some even
burned at one point, because they wanted to renovate
and nobody was looking after the place.

That was a sad occasion—we all lamented, and of
course there was the other occasion where the Society
of Patriots library had received a donation of the
Longworth Institute library after World War I and then
over the next forty years a great collection of
Aboriginal artifacts and other artifacts and a great
library of early Australian heritage was dispersed, and
some purloined probably, and it’s lost to the city of
Newcastle.

One memorable occasion, we had an evening on
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children’s books, we had several on children’s books
but one recently only about six months ago, it was after
Godfrey’s first stroke and he still kept up his regime of
meetings and work and involvement in everything—he
didn’t cut back much as far as I could see once he got
out of hospital. One day he rang to say he couldn’t
make it and I suggested if he rang at five past eight on
the speakerphone he could be there telephonically so
we all waited expectantly and as the moment arose the
phone rang and it was Godfrey and he spoke for about
ten minutes about his favourite children’s books. Then
we asked a few questions and commented, so there was
a fifteen to twenty minute phonecall with Godfrey. 

Another time, we had a session on the history of
Newcastle University and Ken Dutton was the main
guest speaker. He spoke on J.J. Auchmuty and present-
ed his book to the Booklovers. Also there were John
Ramsland, David Dockrill, Godfrey and Brian English.
The wine was flowing and the discussion got passion-
ate, emotional, heartfelt, the changes in the university
were bemoaned, feared, the loss of autonomy of some
of the Arts faculties was spoken of with regret and fear
for the future and Godfrey didn’t give in to that kind of
pessimism—he was passionate that scholarship would
live on. That was one of the most moving occasions I’ve
ever experienced in my time in Newcastle.

I once said to Norman Talbot that I never heard
Godfrey rail or rant or scathe or criticise anyone, but
then he pointed out that Godfrey had had many run-ins
with some of the Church authorities—he didn’t elabo-
rate but implied that Godfrey often stood up against
authority. And so I think the role of the individual in an
institution was a lesson that Godfrey left with people.

David McLean

(Owner of Cooks Hill Books, Newcastle)

Interview took place at Cooks Hill Books, Darby Street, 
Cooks Hill, Newcastle, 11 September, 2002 at 11am.
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Godfrey
by Den Rowe

I
n the words of the last Opus, Godfrey Tanner
wandered from the pages of the University and
Newcastle’s grand manuscript recently. Godfrey

was a frequent visitor to Archives and Rare Books, a
constant source of encouragement—and devilish mis-
chief.

Each year on Maundy Thursday, he would hand me
a cheque for $500 to pay for conservation work on six-
teenth and seventeenth century books which, although
they had survived plague, long voyages halfway around
the world, fire and floods, had fallen on hard times.

Who could ever forget him at formal presentations
of major research collections, with a glass of red held
high, reaching out to everyone, generating laughter and
mirth? Hem, stay virtuous dear boy—we’ll miss you.

Take a look at these Godfrey and benefactors’ sites:

http://www.newcastle.edu.au/services/library/
collections/archives/int/page9.html

http://www.newcastle.edu.au/services/library/
collections/archives/int/godfreytanner/
godfreytanner.html

Den Rowe
Archives, Rare Books and Special Collections,
Auchmuty Library
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Our Friend Godfrey Tanner
by Ross Edmonds

D
uring recent decades various people have
helped create inroads into Newcastle’s cultur-
al wasteland. Few, if any, did more to assist

this process than Godfrey Tanner and probably none
did it with such commitment, charm and goodwill. 

One of the groups to so benefit was the Newcastle
Booklovers Society. Its inaugural meeting was held at
the Cooks Hill Bookshop on 25 February 1999. Not
surprisingly, Godfrey was there and later offered to
host the second meeting in the library attached to his
home in Wolfe Street. For a bibliophile, such as myself,
this meeting was a treat with Godfrey producing one
treasure after another. A few that I remember were a
first edition of Byron and various classical works dating
back to the early 17th century. These books however
were not simply the trophies of a wealthy collector.
Godfrey elucidated on the contents of various works,
time alone preventing him from giving us a lecture on
most of the significant authors from Virgil to Virginia
Wolfe. 

Most of the people regularly attending meetings of
the Booklovers Society have some connection, or at
least interest, in the University of Newcastle.
Predictably, its future has been one of our topics of
conversation in recent years. Was a university education
to be largely a training for the professions and a “meal
ticket” for hopeful graduates? While so-called “eco-
nomic imperatives” are pushing universities in this
direction, Godfrey continued to push in another direc-
tion. 

This debate took place among various
Novocastrians during the 1950s. While the circum-
stances have changed, most of the issues remain the
same. Initially our University was a college of the then
University of Technology (later the University of New
South Wales) and when the first students passed
through the doors there was no Arts Faculty. Once

again Newcastle was being fobbed off with a second
rate option. Fortunately there were some leading
Novocastrians who were prepared to work hard to
change this state of affairs. 

The editor of the Newcastle Sun, in 1951, wrote: 

If there is any disposition here to accept the utilitar-
ian view that a university should be a mere profes-
sional or technical school, it must be discarded… A
university is a repository of knowledge and learning,
a centre of culture… Its purpose is to keep the lamp
of knowledge trimmed and brightly burning. (1) 

That this vision has largely been achieved is in no small
part due to the efforts and intellectual ability of
Godfrey Tanner. We owe it to ourselves, future gener-
ations and to Godfrey’s memory to keep that vision
clearly in focus, preventing the University from falling
into the hands of economic rationalists who think it is
little more than a factory for churning out second rate
graduates. As well as teaching students how to earn a
living, an education should also broaden their horizons,
helping them become good citizens who have fulfilling
lives. Like our friend Godfrey Tanner... 

Ross Edmonds

(1) Quoted by Don Wright. Looking Back: A history
of the University of Newcastle. 1992
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Being An Imposter
by Kevin Markwell

I
feel more than a little impostor-like for writing
this piece about Godfrey. I would have barely spo-
ken to him more than a dozen times over the twen-

ty or so years I have been a part of this University com-
munity, and I only ever knew ‘Godfrey the Professor
and Eccentric Character’, and not ‘Godfrey the Private
Man’ or ‘Godfrey the Classics Scholar’ or any of the
other ‘Godfreys’ that I’m sure existed. Almost every-
thing that I know about him comes through the experi-
ences of others: I really only knew him vicariously.
Nevertheless, he was an important influence on me as
both a student and as an academic, and so it is with
those caveats that I write this piece.

Godfrey was the first openly homosexual man I ever
saw face-to-face. I hadn’t even realised this until I was
thinking about what I might write for this article, and
the realisation struck me rather solidly in bed late one
night. This may not sound so significant today, but for
me, twenty-two years ago, it definitely would have
been. I was a scared little eighteen-year old poof who
was still years off from developing a gay identity with
which he felt comfortable. And here was a living,
breathing homosexual man who was a Professor! 

Godfrey was compelling and I was definitely in awe
of him. Of course, being awe inspiring is a little easier if
you have what Godfrey Tanner had: the name (luckily
he ditched his first name, ‘Ronald’, in favour of his mid-
dle name); the voice; his proficiency in ancient lan-
guages: Latin, Ancient Greek, Sanskrit; his research
into the ancient world; the eccentricities and manner-
isms; the wearing of his academic gown when he taught,
sensibly combined with shorts and sandals during the
warmer months. How reassuring it would be for me
that when nervously seated in the Great Hall waiting
for an exam to commence on a hot and sticky
November day, in would stroll Godfrey—shorts, san-
dals and gown—to personally wish his students (and

any others he knew) good luck in their exams. 
I can clearly recall seeing him for the first time. It

would have been March or April 1981, and I was in first
year. A friend and I were walking out of the library and
suddenly we could hear this strange voice quite unlike
any other. We rounded the corner of the building and
walking towards us, head bent downwards and engaged
in a deep, loud and lively conversation with another aca-
demic, was this slight man in shorts, sandals and a bold-
ly striped university blazer. ‘That’s Godfrey Tanner’,
my friend whispered to me as we passed this earnest
pair of academics. ‘He’s a poof’. 

So was I. But I couldn’t say that to her. Not for
another seven years anyway. 

My barely concealed appetite for Godfrey stories
was voracious during my undergraduate years and I
would milk those of my friends who were doing sub-
jects taught by him for their latest Godfrey-stories.
‘He once had to escape from some guy’s burning bed-
room by climbing down the ropes that they had been
using in a bondage session’. ‘Far out!’, I would exclaim
(because that’s what we used to say in the early ’80s),
‘that’s amazing!’

Unlike most of my friends (and probably most of
my own students today) I used to enjoy spending all
day in the Auchmuty Library. Apart from reading for,
and working on, assignments, I would promiscuously
trawl the aisles looking for books on all sorts of things.
Once to my glee I discovered boxes of old Opus’s and
University News magazines and spent hours discover-
ing the history of the University. What fuelled my
appetite of course were all the Godfrey stories and pho-
tos. ‘This guy is just amazing,’ I would coo contented-
ly as I immersed myself in my latest Godfrey fix. I
would read of groovy parties at his house on The Hill in
the ’60s and ’70s; gaze at incongruous photographs of
the man at rugby matches or with megaphone in hand
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and frog-like grin on his face at rowing events; imagine
what it must have been like for this young urbane
Classicist with the Cambridge accent and a fondness
for shapely-bottomed youths to arrive in the Newcastle
of the late 1950s to set about teaching Latin and Greek;
and read in fascination of his latest research involving
the interpretation of Latin inscriptions on fragments of
ancient pottery found at some dig site somewhere in
the Middle East. ‘Far out’.

But above all I loved seeing him perform. I wasn’t
the only one who would stand around the open doors
of lecture theatres in which Godfrey was teaching,
enjoying his theatricality, his love of his subjects and of
his students, his stories, his wit, his risqué jokes, the
tattered black Masters gown dangling from his shoul-
ders. I struggle to keep my own students interested so
that they will attend my lectures, yet he would have stu-
dents attending lectures that weren’t even enrolled in
his classes! His performances weren’t restricted to the
lecture theatre or tute room: the entire campus, and
indeed parts of the city were his stages. There were the
debates in the Union (where he often had to deal with
drunk male students by whom at times he must have
felt threatened), protest marches down Hunter Street,
Classics Society feasts, seminars for the Philosophy
Society, presenting graduands at graduation ceremonies
when he was Dean of Arts… I remember once he was
asked to thank a troupe of dancers who had performed
at an Indian Cultural Night held at the Union sometime
in the mid-’80s: He of course obliged—in what I
assume was Hindi! The performers seemed to under-
stand him even if few others present could. 

Of course there were the disappointments. There
always are when you try to turn someone from a real
person into a personal hero. I doubt if I would have
shared many of Godfrey’s political beliefs, and what I
interpreted as his misogyny made me cranky. I was dis-
appointed too that by the 1980s he seemed not to
involve himself in gay politics. Whereas he became infa-
mous in the late ’70s for calling on the then Bishop of
Newcastle to recognise committed homosexual part-
nerships (provoking a response from the Sunday Mirror
along the lines of: ‘No Professor, No!’), by the time I
was grappling with my sexual identity in the 1980s he
seemed to have opted out of public involvement in local
gay community life. Not that I think Godfrey would
have felt comfortable with a ‘gay identity’ anyway, and
I couldn’t imagine that he would have ever discoed at

Pipers Nitespot or drunk at The Criterion, though he
once told me that he had been the patron of a gay stu-
dent group on campus in the 1970s. I saw him the year
before last at an AIDS Day Service at Christ Church
Cathedral (the first that I had seen him attend), and at
the end of the service he moved from one panel of the
Remembrance Quilt to another, crossing himself and
praying. He looked alone and profoundly sad.

Undoubtedly, Godfrey Tanner meant different
things to different people. For me, he represented
someone who dared to be very different from others.
Someone who had well considered views and opinions
on a very wide range of topics and issues, and who was-
n’t afraid of speaking out. Someone who had chosen to
dedicate his life to his work, and to this University. 

Godfrey’s association with the University was of
such long-standing and had such an intimacy, (wasn’t
he really married to this place?) that I took his (increas-
ingly frail) appearance around campus for granted. It
took his death for me to reflect on just how remarkable
it was that this very unusual and gifted man had some-
how found his way to Newcastle in the late 1950s and
decided to stay and give so much of himself to both the
University and to the city. The University should be
proud that it created an environment that not only
accepted, but encouraged, nurtured and supported a
man who was so different from the rest of the mob.
Unfortunately, there doesn’t seem to be much space for
such individuals in the rapidly McDonaldising
University of the twenty-first century. And that, my
dears, is a tragedy. 

Kevin Markwell,
School of Social Sciences
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Godfrey Tanner:
Memoir
by Michael Ewans

I
first met Godfrey in Cambridge in 1969. I was a
fledgling PhD student, sitting towards the back of
a meeting of the Cambridge Philological Society.

A learned don had just addressed that very learned soci-
ety for over an hour on the topic of 8 lines from
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, while saying nothing whatev-
er about the overall themes and content of that magnif-
icent tragedy. Over tea afterwards I voiced my disap-
proval to my neighbour, a rather eccentric person with
such an impeccable accent that I assumed he himself
was a fellow of some Cambridge college; to my sur-
prise, given the fanatical dedication to detail of the
scholars I had met at Cambridge, he seemed to agree
with me.

Three years later, when I had gained my PhD and
was teaching classics in a mediocre school near London,
I was astonished to find a letter inviting me to apply for
a lectureship in classics on the other side of the world.
My neighbour at that meeting, whom I had since dis-
covered to be an Australian Professor, turned out to
have been Godfrey, on one of his periodic research vis-
its to Cambridge in the southern summer. He had
remembered me, and was now looking for someone
who believed in teaching the larger sweep rather than
just the textual detail of the great Greek and Roman
poems and plays. An interview followed at St John’s
College Cambridge, with Godfrey, James Johnson
Auchmuty (the first Newcastle Vice-Chancellor) and
John Crook, a fellow in ancient history at that college
who later became a firm friend. The interview took
place around midnight, after a dinner on high table, and

a prodigious amount of port in the Senior Common
Room. Godfrey served whisky as we talked, and
Auchmuty is reputed to have hired me (among other
things) because ‘he liked a young man who could hold
his liquor’.

My head is (alas) no longer as strong as in those
early days. At all events, I remember selling off my car,
and flying in 1973 from a bitter British January to a
searing Australian summer. Shortly after my arrival
Godfrey entertained in his front garden—with a bottle
of one of the great vintages of Para port, which unfor-
tunately became in smaller supply at his house as time
marched on. I joined Godfrey’s hard-working staff—
including Terry Ryan and Bernie Curran—and gave my
very first lectures to the newly created Classical
Civilization second year course (this course is now
known as Ancient History—a recent and regrettable
change). Against some opposition elsewhere in the
Faculty, we created first a major sequence from first to
third year, and then an Honours course in Classics in
translation. This enabled many students who had no
desire to learn Latin and ancient Greek to profit from
the study of some of the world’s greatest literature,
most important philosophy, and significant historical
events. We introduced this course several years before
the idea of teaching seriously in translation found
favour even at other Australian universities, let alone in
the great British centres of classical scholarship. Here as
ever Godfrey was a pioneer and a visionary.

This memoir began with an act of generosity to a
young and untried potential lecturer, which benefited
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both Godfrey’s Classics Department and myself. But
his next act of generosity to me reflects his ability to
put the wider interests of the University above his own
personal position. I began to teach part-time in the
Department of Drama when it was founded in 1974,
and increasingly my interests in how Greek drama was
staged, and in modern drama (especially opera), drew
me away from the interests of my colleagues in Classics,
and from my original training. When the Drama
Department was threatened with closure in 1981, after
the departure of the Foundation Professor, Godfrey
found a way to preserve it—by allowing me to leave his
staff entirely, to become Head of Drama. His only con-
dition was a request that I would continue to give some
lectures on Greek drama to Classics students. This of
course I did, right up until his retirement; Classics stu-
dents also benefited from the series of research produc-
tions of Greek tragedy, which I embarked on with my
drama students in 1982. 

Godfrey also supported me on a personal level;
many years later, when I was going through a bitter
divorce, he let me stay in his spare room for half a week
for several months until I was able to afford to rent a
flat of my own; and he was also a warm supporter of my
subsequent remarriage, helping me and Bronwyn to buy
a house so we could have adequate accommodation for
our expected child. He loved our daughter Hanna as
soon as she was old enough to talk; indeed, I regard her
as the last friend he made (though she could not always
understand everything he said to her). It was a touching
moment when she arrived at his wake, saw the splendid
photograph of Godfrey in the robes of his Honorary
Doctorate, and exclaimed ‘Uncle Goggy!’

I
cannot close without alluding to Godfrey’s width
of scholarship and learning. I am ruefully aware
that even if I live as long as he, I will never know as

much, about so many aspects of human history, philos-
ophy, literature, language and society, as he did. We in
the generation after him are narrower in our scholar-
ship, jealously sticking to one or two research fields in
order to build up a reputation as ‘authorities’; and many
scholars have chosen to embrace and practice one set of
theoretical ideas, one particular ‘discourse’, and not
speculate outside its framework. Godfrey published
articles on everything that gained his interest, and even
where (in my own narrow field of Greek tragedy) I felt
that he was wrong, his ideas were always important and

interesting. His lectures were sometimes a little too
learned (especially in the frequent digressions) for the
undergraduates to whom they were delivered; but few
who attended failed to realize that they were listening
to a remarkable scholar.

Michael Ewans
Associate Professor of Drama and Music, 
The Conservatorium
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Gardener Bob’s Advice
by Gardener Bob

A
rr, me ill-trousered, idle chattering ne’er do
wells! How be yers this fine old spring time
we be havin’? Fair burstin’ out o’ yer skins to

be getting’ on with yer lives, with yer studyin’ and yer
procreatin’ and suchlike, I’d be guessin’.

O’ course, though ye be eager to be getting’ on with
getting’ down, and this here near on perfect though a
tad dry spring be causin’ all manner o’ saucy juices to
flow through yer veins at a great rate o’ knots, it also be
a goodish old time to be reflectin’ on things what have
happened in the past and be formin’ the clay foundation
o’ the present…if’n ye be a’catchin’ my meanin’…like.

Now, over the years what be past, all manner o’
young folk, what have just finished their carefree high
school years, have come up to me and said “Gardener
Bob. What be that there university place like? Should I
be goin’ there and studyin’ like?” Mostly, I just be
answerin’ ‘em thus:

“Get orf them bowlin’ greens ye great hulkin’ idiot!
The fours pennants be on tommorow! What be ye
thinkin’ off?” Then, after they’ve shouted me a few
score of apology beers, I start givin’ ‘em the advice that
they be seekin’.

Ye see, though I b’ain’t be no kind o’ graduate or
suchlike (except that time they made me burser o’ the
monkey university during the Menzies era), I’ve ‘ad
many an occasion to roll up to the nearest University
(nearly always it be Newcastle University), and have a
few drinks, a great chortlin’ laugh at the state o’ the
grounds and catch up with me old friends. Aye, and one
o’ them friends be includin’ that there Professor

Godfrey Tanner.
Arr, many be the time I sat a’drinkin’ away the after-

noon with that there famous scholar and teacher, for it
were were mostly in the bar that I knew the man. Oh,
for certain, o’ course, I went to a few of his lectures, and
watched him draw his freehand map o’ Greece and the
P’Eloponess, saw his nose fade from bright red to nor-
mal durin’ the couse o’ the lecture, and then get magi-
cally recharged during the halftime break he use to take
in two hours lectures. But it were mainly in the bar (or
out getting’ drunk watchin’ folk play rugby, or rowin’
boats around, or some other such thing), that I be
knowin’ him.

The very first time I met the man were in the old
Stan’s Bar, many a year ago. Within half an hour of con-
versation he’d assassinated the characters of most of the
people in the public eye in Newcastle, given me a run-
down on seventeenth century english politics (with a
very interesting diversion to the ultimate causes o’ the
Boer War), and finally on to the method of using a
strategically placed rubber band to maintain an erec-
tion. Arr, I remember his exact words: “Once you’ve
got it up, dear boy, you’ve got to keep it up!”

Aye, as far as urbane and knowledgeable drinkin’
companions went, Professor Tanner were at the apex.
Whenever ye settled in for an afternoon in the bar, and
Godfrey were there, ye’d be almost certain o’ learnin’
more in that session than ye might be pickin’ up fer the
rest o’ the year. Whether it were about ancient, befud-
dled philosophers like that there Socrates or funny old
Plato, or the fun to be had from the mysterious combi-
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nation o’ honey and mouth guards, ye’d be fair guaran-
teed to be bein’ surprised.

In fact, there was that one rare particular surprisin’
evenin’, on one o’ them Autonomy Days when I were
out at the university to cheer on one o’ me concubines
in the boat races, that I saw the good Professor perform
what some folk later took to describin’ as “the double
dry hump sandwich in Stan’s Bar”. It involved a fair
keen young pair o’ students, a’ heavy pettin’ on the
floor o’ Stan’s Bar. Eventually, a pashin’ around there
amongst the crowd o’ legs and fallen drunks, the lusty
couple ended in a position where the lass were on the
bottom and the lad, an engineer, were on top. Well,
there they were, a’wigglin’ around, attractin’ a crowd
when all of a sudden Godfrey leapt up on t’ the engi-
neers back and started wigglin’ around himself. That
there scandalous academic got himself a standing ova-
tion and admiration from all folk what were in the bar
that happy evenin’.

Anyjakes, to get back to the original trench o’ me
story, when them there young folk ask me if they
should be goin’ on to the university I always point ‘em
toward old Professor Godfrey Tanner as an example of
a man who could combine the joys o’ learnin’ and
studyin’ and meetin’ a wide variety of mostly well edu-
cated folk, with sports and drinkin’ and partyin’ and
mayhem. He be the best example o’ what a well-bal-
anced time at university should consist of. Arrrrrrrrr!

Gardener Bob

(Gardener Bob used to write a very popular column in OPUS, from the early
‘80s through to the late ‘90s. He is now Head Greenkeeper at a North Coast
bowling club).

Below Left: At Oxford, 1980s; Below Right: After-meal slumber.
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I Really Miss the Prof. 
by Chris Tola

H
e was my first lecturer when I started Classics
back in 1980, he remembered my name and
scared the daylights out of me! We became

friends and associates, being on numerous University
and Community committees and groups together, his
energy and dedication have inspired me.

The Prof.’s knowledge was astounding. In the early
’80s I remember sitting at the back of the 100 on a trip
out to University, and the Prof. was filling me in on the
fluid dynamics and benefits of Simon Anderson’s new
tri-fin innovation compared to the twin-fin design most
surfers were riding at the time. He’d read about it in the
latest edition of Tracks while he was browsing through
the newsagents… amazing.

When the Prof. found out I’d recently been elected
President of the Surfriderz Club, he regaled me with a
story from back in the early ’60s. Apparently the
University Rugby Club was holding a function down at
the Tattersall Club, and the Surfriderz Executive had
turned up in the hope of participating in the free beer.
Later that evening the President of the Surfriderz Club
managed to charm his way into taking the President of
the Rugby Club’s girlfriend (the Rugby President had
passed out behind the stage apparently) back to the
Prof.’s place in Wolfe Street for some inter-club liais-
ing. The Prof. sadly had been suffering from a bout of
the flu, and had some Vicks Vapor-Rub beside his
bed—even more sadly, this was mistaken for Vaseline
by the focused pair. Just as the howls of pain began
ringing on the Hill, the President of the Rugby Club
discovered his missing girlfriend and located the pair at
the Prof.’s home. The ensuing ‘mediation’ was handled
eloquently by the Prof. and everyone went home to
sober up and cool off.

The Prof. was involved in, and had a knowledge of,
everything, but no matter how dumb your answer, or
how incorrect your input into a conversation was, he
always acknowledged your involvement and he appreci-
ated your participation. Not once have I seen or heard
the Prof. slight someone for their personal inadequacy
—professional inadequacies were different of course!
The Prof. was a critic of all bureaucracies and was

acknowledged as such—this often brought him into
conflict with others, but the Prof. was always the
Gentleman and could rightly hold his head high.

The Prof. met my Mother a couple of times at
Union Dinners and the like, and he shared my sadness
when she passed on back in 1994. One evening I arrived
at a University Dinner wearing one of those ‘grandpa’
shirts, the ones that you don’t tuck in. The Prof. came
over to me and suggested I tuck my shirt in, to which I
replied it was the fashion to leave it out. He looked at
me and said, “My dear boy, it’s what your Mother
would expect!” He was right, of course, and I duly
tucked my shirt in.

The Prof. also met my magical daughter Isobelle,
whom he asked after every time we met. I’d show him
various photographs of her as she grew, and the Prof.
was always amazed how quickly she was growing up.
He often asked would she surf like me and study at the
University as well… and we’d end up sharing a laugh
about my track record at University… but it always
ended in his noting my achievements in administration
and commitment to the University and the broader
Community. 

The Prof. always asked about my partner Kristen as
well (how he remembered all these names and informa-
tion I will never ever know!) as she had studied at
Honours level in Classics and knew the Prof. well. He
was always eager to discover where her studies were
taking her and how she was going with her endeavours.
He was pleased to hear Kristen was doing a Masters at
Sydney University, and equally as pleased to hear she
was working at the Mitchell Library.

G
odfrey was always ‘there’ and always ready for
a chat, his wisdom, character and charm are
unique. Whenever we met, I’d kiss him on his

stubbly cheek, a sign of respect I declare to my Father
and to the Prof.

Like I said, I really miss the Prof.

Chris Tola
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I
t seems everyone has their special memory of
Godfrey. My relationship with him was far from
intimate, yet it was special, and consisted merely of

our meeting on hills. 
He was a close friend of friends yet I knew little of

him, apart from his amazing resilience and penchant for
walking. The first time I saw him walking up the side of
the Student Union, coming from the Chancellery end.
I had to put on speed to catch him up. I was puffing, he
wasn’t. He remarked that he was recovering from a
stroke, and the doctors had said he would never walk
again. He declared that it was walking that had saved his
life, and he had proved them wrong! We parted compa-
ny, he with a kind word, in his gracious way.

When I moved to Tyrrell Street we were near-
neighbours, and would meet usually on his way home,
my way out to walk the dog. The first thing I would
notice would be those bony knees moving like pistons,
carrying him at a fair speed up from David Jones. He
was moving a bit more carefully lately, I noticed, but he
was never out of breath. “Hello Professor,” I would
call. “Hello My Dear!” he would boom. (I’m not sure
that word implies the richness and depth of that ‘plum-
my’ voice). Woofer seemed to know not to be boister-
ous around this frail-seeming man. 

I remarked one day that he had shamed me, as I was
sitting on the bus that carried all us faint-hearted up the
hill, when we passed him en route, shopping in hand,
with no intention of joining us. He restated that walk-

ing was what kept him alive. That was three weeks
before his passing.

I shall miss running into him on our journeys. He
always seemed pleased to see me, our conversations
were short and far from intellectual, usually about walk-
ing—but he always left me feeling empowered to do
more with my talents. I think many people will identify
with that.

We never visited. I knew one never just ‘dropped
in’, even to see how he was. No matter how many
acquaintances and close friends we both had, we were
both ‘loners’. I am sad that he apparently lay alone for
some time before help arrived, but that is the price we
loners pay.

The dog and I walked down to the Cathedral before
the funeral to pay our last respects. It was gratifying to
see so many people arrive to give him such a great
‘send-off’. I took the dog up to the reserve opposite
Godfrey’s place for a walk, but I felt Godfrey’s pres-
ence with me as I stood on the footpath watching all the
latecomers in their cars tearing around the Obelisk in
both directions, and up and down Wolfe Street trying
to find a park. Cars flying everywhere! It was reminis-
cent of a Monty Python skit.

I swear I heard him chuckle.

Eunice English

Meeting On Hills
by Eunice English
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The Ghost & Mr Tanner
by Stephen Date

I
’m delighted to have the opportunity to farewell
my dear old cobber, Godfrey Tanner, in your
pages. We first met when I was a “fresher” in a

B.A. degree back in 1976, and enjoyed a great friendship
for the past 26 years. Having picked his brains on many
occasions, particularly while a serving member of the
University Council (in my case from 1977-83), it didn’t
take long for me to realise that he was one of the most
scholarly and sage people on campus. This was con-
firmed to me by the late journalist and Aboriginal lan-
guage scholar, Percy Haslam, after he’d accompanied
Godfrey to Cambridge, one year—Perce said that
Godfrey was well-regarded at Cambridge.

It was nothing for Godfrey to write articles for for-
eign journals in any language—he was a remarkable lin-
guist, and he’d tap away on his little black manual type-
writer, on his office desk, preparing them. He loved to
write references for students on it—he’d say “. . . and
the boy is honest . . .”, and then add, verbally, with a
broad grin, “. . . and has nice buttocks!” One story that
he told was the tale of a lad who’d put down to enrol at
Duntroon, and had named Godfrey as a referee.
Godfrey received the form in the mail, and one question
was: “Is the boy of chaste and sober habit?” Godfrey
reflected, before putting pen to paper—the boy, in

question, was an utter pisspot, who’d drive up and
down Hunter St., every Saturday night attempting to
lure young ladies into his vehicle for fornicatory pur-
poses. Godfrey wrote: “He has a straightforward and
manly attitude toward drink and sex”, and the boy was
accepted at Duntroon.

As far as I can ascertain, Godfrey held the rare dis-
tinction of being the only lecturer at the University to
fall asleep in his own lecture, and I was there when he
did it. He was fairly under-the-weather, and he’d made
the progression up to the podium, and was getting the
words out—“. . . and . . . as we know . . . at this time,
Cleisthenes . . . . . . . . . .”. Most of us looked up from
our notepads, as there was a deafening silence. One fel-
low hastily packed up everything, and fled to the exit at
rear of P01. The commotion woke Godfrey to watching
the hasty departure, and he quipped, “Oh, jolly good
show! The dear boy didn’t want to inflict his gastric
odours on those sitting near him, so he left us. Very
commendable!” As an orator, he could command an
audience, anywhere—I was secretary of Union debates
for a long stint, and can recall the often bitter exchanges
between Godfrey and Larry Galbraith—after Godfrey
evicted Larry from sharing his digs, Larry wrote
“Waltztime”, a play about a broken down old universi-
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ty professor. When “Waltztime” played at the Civic
Playhouse, one year, I cheered Godfrey up by suggest-
ing that we attend with two boxes of overdate eggs, and
demand that the playwright come on stage at the
finale—he loved the idea, but we didn’t proceed with
it—the play flopped.

Those close to him knew about Godfrey’s ‘ghost’—
that haunted his house. He told me that he’d had two
separate groups of high school students—they didn’t
know each other at all—stay at his house on two sepa-
rate Saturday nights. The second group had a ouija
board—it spelled out the nickname of one of the boys
from the previous weekend. Godfrey thought that the
ghost was that of Captain Henderson, who’d been
involved in blackbirding—abducting island people for
slave-labour in the canefields—a rum-drinking,
Presbyterian whoremonger. So Godfrey had a friend of
his sit and talk to the ghost. The friend asked, “Why
don’t you like Godfrey?” The ghost responded, “High
Church, homosexual, and too many books in the bed-
room” (Godfrey’s study was once a bedroom). Fr.
Roman Carter exorcised the spook, and that was that.

Of Godfrey’s personal life, I know some bits—he
was born in Queensland on 24th September, 1927. He
was an infant prodigy, able to recite Shakespeare at

eight years of age. He was at Melbourne Church of
England Grammar School with Barry “Edna Everage”
Humphries and Malcolm Fraser. He obtained MA
degrees from Melbourne and Cambridge. He was
employed at the King’s School, Parramatta, in 1957, and
was appointed lecturer in Classics at Newcastle
University College, Tighes Hill, in 1959. I know that he
tried to help a lot of my contemporaries as part of his
overall philanthropic concern—his Christianity was
loving and generous. Godfrey was an anglophile, and a
monarchist, to his last breath. Our talisman at examina-
tion-time was Godfrey—MA gown flowing, astride his
beloved bicycle, arriving at the exam-venue. That will
probably be my happiest memory, though I have far too
many memories of that modest yet great man to fit in a
mere 1,500 words. 

Rest in peace, Godfrey Tanner—your scholars, over
the years, owe you a debt of gratitude for being the spe-
cial person that you were.

Stephen Date

BBooookklloovveerrss  SSoocciieettyy  PPrrooggrraammmmee
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Location: Back room of Cooks Hill Books Darby Street Cooks Hill.

Time: 7 pm

23rd October 2002

Presenter(s): TBA

Topic: “The Life and Times of Godfrey Tanner”

27th November 2002

Presenter(s) Gionni Di Gravio, Gregg Heathcote et al

Topic: “The Magic and Myth of Architecture”
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Scholarship Fund launched: 
“It’s not about charity”

from Uninews, March 1999

F
ormer Democrats leader, shadow Labor minister
and Newcastle graduate, Cheryl Kernot, is
indebted to Emeritus Professor Godfrey Tanner

for instilling in her a lifelong love of learning when he
taught her the Classics during her time as a student. But
she is also indebted to Godfrey for setting her, and oth-
ers, an example of good citizenship through the estab-
lishment of the Godfrey Tanner Scholarship Fund.

“It’s not about charity,” Cheryl told an audience
while launching the scholarship fund at the University
last month, “it’s not about those who would stand up
and tell us we should be more philanthropic. 

“It’s about being actively involved in assisting young
people who will then have the opportunity to learn and
to give something back in their turn.”

The Godfrey Tanner Scholarship Fund will be used
to assist financially disadvantaged students with their
studies at the University of Newcastle. Funds for the
scholarships will be sought through public subscrip-
tion, with interest generated by the endowment sus-
taining the scholarships in perpetuity.

Godfrey Tanner’s life has been an affirmation of cit-
izenship in the way he has been prepared to give some-
thing back to the society that has provided him with
certain advantages, Kernot said. There are many factors
undermining citizenship today, including the ever
widening inequity caused by more than a decade of eco-
nomic rationalism, and it was a natural tendency of
busy people to retreat into their own world and forget
about those who don’t have as many economic choices,
she said.

“Godfrey has shown us that the gift of our time and
commitment has a symbolic value. While the recipients
of these scholarships won’t have the opportunity to be
taught by Godfrey, they will have the example of his life
and his generosity and I hope that is something that
they will want to emulate.”

Godfrey’s support of the scholarship fund is more
than symbolic. He and former Deputy Chancellor of
the University, Peter Hendry, were the first to make
donations to the fund. He has also lent his name to a
collection of Tyrrell’s wines, which will be sold to raise
money for the scholarship fund (see insert for details). 

“Universities have carried the lifeblood of our cul-
ture for centuries and it is vital that all people have
access to a university education, regardless of circum-
stance,” Godfrey said. “I am terribly conscious of the
great need to assist young people at this time. I will be
making an annual contribution to the scholarship pro-
gram which bears my name, and which is intended to
put a university education within the reach of many dis-
advantaged students.”

The Vice-Chancellor, Professor Roger Holmes, said
Professor Tanner has been an integral, inspirational and
indefatigable part of the university for 40 years.
“During those years, he is the only one to have had a bar
named after him (the Godfrey Tanner bar in the
Shortland Union), and he is also the only one to have a
wine collection and a scholarship named for him.

“It is an honour to have him agree to letting us use
his name in this way.” 

Bruce Tyrrell, chief executive officer of Tyrrell’s
Wines, speaking at the scholarship launch, which also
launched the wine collections, said his company is
attracted like a magnet to trying to help young people.
“We hope that the sale of the wines will help provide
ongoing funds for the scholarship,” he said. “I com-
mend them to you and remind you that the more you
drink, the more students you are helping.”

The Godfrey Tanner Scholarship Fund was
launched in the University’s Great Hall on February 19.

(from Uninews, Issue No. 11, March 1999, reprinted with permission)

59  •  OPUS: THE GODFREY TANNER EDITION, 2002



I
know you’ve probably already read something
about the great loss the Uni suffered over the
semester break, but, sorry, this is my turn to write

about the great man and truly he deserved all the trib-
utes we can pour down upon him. In a way he was the
spirit of Newcastle University. He was involved in all
facets of University life from presenting the trophy at
the VC’s Regatta, to debating, student politics, the
Union, University administration, the radio station, the
Latin toasts at dinners, through to the boat races. To
those romantics of us fuelled by books and movies he
was the thing that made Newcastle University feel like
a real University. Unfortunately many of you missed
Godfrey at his best. Time slowed him, but it didn’t
diminish his spirit. Only last year he wandered into the
Tanner Bar on Autonomy Day during a quiz on
University life and happily acknowledged a toast called
in his honour which he did after suggesting a question
or two, of course. This toast was then followed by the
customary “Here’s to Godfrey he’s true blue...” (I think
you know the rest) to which Godfrey quickly respond-
ed without hesitation skulking his red wine, much to
the amazement and joy of the bar full of students. 

When I first came to this University as a student no
student dinner (and we seemed to have so many back
then) was complete without Godfrey there launching
into grace in Latin and the loyal toast. It gave the
evening flavour and character; it was just plain fun. Back
then he still said “hem” a lot and would exhort us all to
stay virtuous, but in those days he used to refer to
everyone (well, most all of us) as shapely-bottomed
youths. It is an expression I haven’t heard him use since
I’ve got back. I could never work out if the change was
because he had aged or I had... The amazing thing about
Godfrey besides his love of life and the University was
his incredible mind. Even after his stroke and years con-
suming red wine with the best of them he could quote
references, name sources and pull out facts that he had
no right to be able to recall. His perceptions of world,
local and University politics were enthralling and razor

sharp. His wit extraordinary, a lunchtime spent chatting
with Godfrey was never dull. In a way he was of anoth-
er time, another place even. He certainly brought to this
University the flavours of Oxford and Cambridge. Life
here wouldn’t have been half as much fun without him;
his passing is a huge loss. 

I think in the end he’d heard the adjudicator’s bell
and knew his time was ending. He started pulling back
from all his responsibilities and committees around
campus and seemed to be saying goodbye to us all. The
week before he died he remembered our debating days
and instructed me to be “be strong my boy” (a variation
on a theme). On reflection, it was a farewell, I think,
along with all the other facts, Godfrey even knew when
he was going to die.

I remember one night in Stan’s Bar (now Rafters
Coffee Lounge) he invited us all to his place when he
died. He said he wasn’t going to be buried. He wanted
to be burned up in his yard in a Viking funeral pyre with
all his friends and students quaffing red wine and
exchanging tales. It didn’t end up happening that way
but that’s how I’ll remember his passing… hem, stay
virtuous dear boy—we’ll miss you.

Richie Howard
(from the Amp, Semester 2, 2002, reprinted with permission)

Death of a Viking
by Richie Howard
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‘Godfrey has left the building’
by Jeff Tillitzki

T
he term ‘icon’ is sometimes loosely bantered
about. However, in the case of Emeritus
Professor R. Godfrey Tanner, this statement

finds its real antithesis. For Godfrey was truly an icon
of the Classics Department, this University and,
indeed, the city of Newcastle. 

I had the pleasure—nay, privilege—to have been
taught ancient history by Godfrey, converse with him,
occasionally ‘get on the drink’ with him, or otherwise
spend time in his company. I even had the experience as
a sportsman, to have ‘the Prof’ acting as first-aid atten-
dant, run water out to some of my team-mates and I at
mid-’80s first grade rugby games at University Oval.
That in itself says a lot about the man—a person with
an unquenchable zest for life and extreme versatility as
a human being; and further, despite being at home in
even the most formal of ceremonies, Godfrey was never
a man to simply stand on ceremony. 

“Good to have you back here with us, my dear
boy...” was his regular utterance to me, upon my return
to studies in 1998. The most telling thing is that for
Godfrey, it was never a throw-away line—he was quite
sincere with that small compliment. My reaction never
failed to be a strange combination of real inner pride
and curious bewilderment—the fact that Godfrey gen-
uinely valued my presence with him combined with the
feeling, ‘Why would he acknowledge so, a principally
part-time undergraduate with a somewhat tardy
record?’ But, that also was Godfrey—a man of unre-
served egalitarian standards. Whether you be the most
elementary of students to the most esteemed of his col-
leagues, you were always treated from the outset with
that renowned Tanner warmth and generosity. 

Through some comments that came to my hearing
recently, I am aware that Godfrey has been seen by

some more contemporary, ill-informed students as
something of a parody. I even had one moment not so
long ago to publicly castigate one such naive utterance;
for such ignorance typically made no account of his fail-
ing health in the immediate past, not to mention his
continuance to unselfishly serve this institution well
into his retirement. 

Problematic health had undeniably affected Godfrey
lately; but, that flicker of his awesome intellectual
capacity never strayed very far from the surface.
Godfrey in his prime had few peers at his level of
genius. The one thing that then always amazed me
about Godfrey was not so much the encyclopedic
knowledge of his specialist area—the Classical world—
but moreover as a generalist, the absolutely astonishing
breadth of his interests. Be it anything, from horse-rac-
ing or Herodian, acupuncture or Aristophanes, rub-
bish-collection or Romulus, Godfrey could recite at
call, and interpolate with deep insight, such a weight of
relevant material that consistently left one staggered. 

‘The Prof’ was also unashamedly and overtly gay.
Yet, another great trait was that he typically did not
wear it on his sleeve. It should never be forgotten that
Godfrey’s grand life spanned an era in Australian cul-
ture where his homosexuality could have compromised
him—and unfortunately, stigmatised him—at many
levels. Yet again, it is true testimony of him that it did
not. For simply ever-present was the sheer irresistible
force of his character and quality of humanity which
swept away any bigotry that confronted him. Also,
make no mistake!—that Tanner charm could equally
captivate those he so eloquently and regularly referred
to as ‘fair-breasted maidens’: it was not simply reserved
for the gender among whose membership were ‘shape-
ly-bottomed youths’—the often laughingly self-stated
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penchant of ‘The Beast’.
If there is one legacy I can take from Godfrey’s

teaching, it is that he taught me to value and enjoy ‘the
university experience’. Godfrey always championed the
sense of campus fraternity—staff and students as an
well integrated and intra-active group. How he must
have hated these days where a degree can be obtained
online, with no face-to-face interaction between teacher
and pupil. I sincerely think it is a lesson which more
people should take notice of today. 

Finally, I will really miss the regular jocular inquiry
he made of me (as with many others): “Sober and vir-
tuous, dear boy...?” as always accompanied by the dev-
ilish glint in his eyes. For if your reaction betrayed that
you had indeed been up to some mischief, it never failed

to produce that fatherly Tanner-esque smile. Godfrey
loved living life to the fullest, though he equally took
great pleasure when others about him did the same. 

The academic world, and moreover the people of
Newcastle, have indeed lost a man of his times—a per-
son sometimes larger than life, a rare and great charac-
ter. To corrupt a well-known phrase, ‘Godfrey has left
the building’—and I can sincerely say, all who knew
him have suffered a diminishment in their lives. 

Jeff Tillitzki 
Classics Student 1979-82; 1998-2002. 
2-9-02 

Peter Lewis’ wonderful cartoon is republished with permission of Peter Lewis & ‘The Newcastle Herald’. 
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A
week prior to the constitutional referendum
from a few years ago, Godfrey Tanner was
walking down the Shortland Union steps

towards NUSA and spotted me. He gave me a nod. I
walked over and greeted him. I asked him how he was,
and he said he was worried that the result of the upcom-
ing referendum would go, as he put it, the wrong way—
i.e. we would no longer be a constitutional monarchy
and instead become a republic.

In the eleven or so years that I knew Godfrey
Tanner, we spoke on many topics in a variety of places:
in the bar that bears his name, on the 100 bus, Classics
Society functions, strolling on campus and also whilst
sipping tea in his Classics office. Mostly we spoke pol-
itics, and often it was Australian republicanism.
Godfrey was confident in most things he spoke about,
but when it came to this big question, the one of
Australian monarchy or republic, he seemed unsure of
what the outcome would be. As for myself, by the time
the referendum was upon us I had been on the commit-
tees of no fewer than four university republican soci-
eties, whose platforms ranged from the plain kooky
through to the more moderate, and in that time my
opinion had changed so that in the end I voted against
it. However, I always knew Godfrey would vote for the
Queen—to me this had always been very clear.

He said to me that day on the steps: “Dear boy, I
fear that the damned thing will pass and we’ll end up

with some bloody fool president!” I told him that he
should not worry, and that there was no way it would
pass, as I was confident Australians would not vote for
a republic if politicians did not allow the people to
select and vote in their president. 

“I hope you’re right, dear boy, I hope you’re right,”
he said, and patted me on the shoulder, and his expres-
sion seemed to say: ‘Perhaps, if a republican could say
such a thing, there might still be a chance it will be
defeated’.

He smiled, showing me his sharp incisors, cackled,
said something like: “You know, it’s all the fault of your
friend, that damned Irish-man, that Keat-ing.” He then
tipped his baseball cap and sauntered off to his digs at
Engineering.

In 1994 I had gone to see another Irishman, this
time author Thomas Keneally, give a republican lecture
in the Great Hall. At that time I was in the university
society The Republican Forum (I was the publicity offi-
cer), and in that year we had successfully drift-netted in
many speakers, including the then Dems leader and for-
mer Tanner student Cheryl Kernot, local ALP Member
for Newcastle Alan Morris, Labor firebrand Franca
Arena, filmmaker and former Cardiff eccentric Yahoo
Serious (all avid republicans, as you might have
guessed); add to this Kerry Jones (Australians for a
Constitutional Monarchy) and the perhaps notorious
Tony Abbott (who simply stood in the Courtyard of

“Some Bloody Fool President!”: 
Tanner Vs the Republic

by Matthew Ward
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the Union for a good thirty minutes and just praised up
the Liberal Party, saying little of the republic or the
monarchy). Keneally had been invited by the
University, not our Forum, but still I was keen to hear
what he had to say.

The night arrived and Tom stood at the mike, over-
looking an ocean of faces and he at first stirred things up
by referring to his beloved Manly Sea Eagles whipping
the Newcastle Knights on the previous weekend (this
was well-received—Novocastrians love their team but
they can also take a defeat without whimpering too
much). He then went on with the Australian
Republican Movement (ARM) spiel of a minimalist
republic (simply changing the name of ‘Commonwealth
of Australia’ to ‘Republic of Australia’, ‘President’
instead of ‘GG’, ‘Royal Australian Air Force’ to
‘Australian Air Force’ etc…) I cannot recall how long
he spoke for, perhaps half an hour, but after he finished
he took questions.

After a few of the “If it ain’t broke, why fix it?” vari-
ety, Godfrey Tanner—complete with that bright red
scarf and two glasses of white wine under his belt—
stood and spoke. Keneally watched in amazement as
Godfrey started with an introduction on the evils of
Rupert Murdoch and his ilk, then to global economies
and the like, add to this a rapidly approaching stoush
with Indonesia, and then he suggested that we throw
out all this “republican rubbish” and invite the Princess
Royal, Princess Anne, to come out to Australia and rule
over all of Oceania. Tom had faced some curly ones in
his time, I thought, but he hadn’t met someone like
Godfrey Tanner, I’m sure, and as Godfrey spoke Tom’s
eyes flickered left and right seemingly looking to see if
this was all some kind of Newcastle Uni prank (I recall
hearing some people ask: “Who the hell is he? Tell him
to sit down.” Others: “Oh that’s just Godfrey. Give it
to ’im, Godfrey!”). 

Tom stammered a few rehearsed responses, but in
the end his answers were not that convincing. The great
author seemed flummoxed, and the audience—republi-
cans and monarchists alike—seemed to revel in the
spectacle. After it was all finished, I saw Godfrey race
over and say something to Tom like: “Now, dear fellow,
when I said…” I didn’t hear the rest but Tom Keneally
looked like he couldn’t get out of there fast enough, like
Bob Fulton making a bust for the Eagles in the ’73
Grand Final!

O
ne of the last conversations I had with
Godfrey Tanner was in his bar, a few weeks
before he went to God. We sipped red wine

and once more we spoke about the Republic, and again
he brought up his ‘solution’ of Anne coming to
Australia. “What do you think?” he asked.

“Well,” I said, taking my time to think of an answer,
“if I were to change my thoughts more towards the
monarchist line, your Princess Royal model would
probably be the one I would choose…”

He smiled that smile of his, the one with mouth
clenched and the corners upwards, and he uttered:
“Quite…”

We talked some more and a thought came to me, a
compromise: “Godfrey, why can’t we have a king and a
queen, elected by the people for a term of, say, six
years? They would have to be born in Australia to qual-
ify, they would not be in charge of the armed forces, we
would retain the machinery of Westminster, and if they
got too stroppy we could sack them… They could
stroll around the world as ambassadors, spreading the
good word, easing tension in political hotspots, and at
home they could open bridges and even bestow titles
upon the honourable men and women of the land. I
mean, once upon a time even Ireland had kings, did she
not?” 

His eyes closed, he thought for a minute or two, he
quoted something from the Irish parliament in the
1930’s (I think it was Eamon DeValera), he nodded,
breathed heavily, looked at me through squinty eyes,
smiled and said: “Hem…”

We went on to talk on a slightly related topic, some-
thing to do with the Roman writer Tacitus; we then
drained our respective glasses of wine, and there our
republican discourse ended after eleven years. In the
end we had both moved our political positions: He with
his Princess Anne model, me with my Aussie King &
Queen alternative. To this day I do not know if he truly
believed in my ethos, nor I his, but I guess in the end it
doesn’t really matter. As the great man himself would
say: “Well, a good time was had by all—and there you
are... Stay virtuous, dears!”

Of course, we will not, Godfrey, you know very
well we will not.

Matthew Ward
B.A. (Classics/Film Studies) University of Newcastle
Former Classics Society Committee Member
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Godfrey Tanner, Friend & Teacher
by Jenny Harris

I
t was a blazing hot day down at Ourimbah and
twelve of us sat in anticipation in a stuffy portable
classroom. Our first ever lecture in Classics was

about to commence and we had no idea what was in
store for us, nor could we ever have prepared for it.
Suddenly into the room burst this man wearing a faded
polo t-shirt, short shorts, sandals and an academic
gown. He flew to the front of the room somewhat like
a bat with the words “Well my dears we are about to
travel back in time to 1200 BC.” I thought I had died
and gone to heaven. 

That was 1991 at the fledgling campus where our
library was one room in a two room house and we “bor-
rowed” the WEA portables. It was very spartan but as
Michael Ewans and Godfrey were fond of saying, where
else could you learn amid 50 hectares of virgin bush.
Over the next two years we acquired a building and a
deck on the portable union, where at break time we sat
with our lecturers and discussed politics of the present
and ancient worlds. I would worry about Godfrey, he
always seemed too thin so I would get him a sausage
sandwich, always gratefully received, though he wasn’t
quite sure who I was in those days. There were some
amazing lectures, like 300 years of frontier history, all
off the top of his head and the board covered. He would
go so fast we could hardly keep up sometimes; alterna-
tively he would fall asleep with his gown wrapped
around his knees. Once we all sat waiting for 20 min-
utes to finish his lecture on Alfred the Great, no way
would we consider leaving. He awoke and finished his
last sentence, like he had never been asleep. There was
also the time he defended the honour and protected
two students at the train station; he swore he had given
them the evil eye and that they would never father chil-
dren! He was angry about it for weeks and those who
were there will remember, but who else, though, would
have launched himself in such a way? Godfrey was
always a gentleman who believed in doing the right
thing. 

In 1992 I began to attend lectures at Callaghan as

well, and so encountered Godfrey lecturing large num-
bers of people. Others will remember the opening lec-
ture of Greek History 202 in VO1. Our dear Professor
covered all the boards. I wrote it all down and then
typed it up and put it away. At the end of the course I
looked back at the notes and discovered that he had
given us an overview of the whole course that day. One
could have missed all the rest of it and just researched
what he had given that day—again all off the top of his
head. He was an amazing and inspired lecturer, his
knowledge second to none. He always warned his stu-
dents that he was not far from the crematorium, so we
treated all his words like the pearls they were, and
appreciated his wisdom. People may have spoken of
him with amusement, but all respected him, how could
you not?

Also in ’92 I became part of a group of students who
considered Godfrey one of them and he vice versa.
There were many times in his bar; and the Classics
Banquets were certainly Classic. We had a brilliant time
and no matter how anyone behaved, our beneficent
Prof was there beaming approval, when he was awake :) 

T
hese memories of my undergrad days are pre-
cious and wrapped up in them is Godfrey, but
the beginning of our real friendship was after-

wards. As a postgrad and beginning teacher my off-
work days usually involved lunch in the Staffhouse,
with my best friend, and often Godfrey. They shared a
unique friendship which I was lucky enough to be part
of at selected times. There were sherry afternoons in
the front lounge; tea on the verandah looking over the
harbour; scotch on the upstairs deck of the library over-
looking the ocean; some very interesting dinners and
university functions—the first Postgrad Ball when
Godfrey was a very proud escort (though not as proud
as I); afternoon coffee in the downstairs library in the
sun when it was cold; or my favourite, cake and tea at
the bench in the garden in the sunshine. Those
moments were like pure gold, so precious that time
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would stand still as we discussed the world, truly some
of the happiest moments of my life, when I felt totally
at peace, safe, loved and accepted in Godfrey’s Garden.
He was no longer the elevated academic or entertaining
character, but a dearly loved mentor. Seeing him in hos-
pital after his stroke was difficult, but also very special
and his determination to recover and really contribute
to the world was inspiring and endearing. I felt hon-
oured and privileged to know him during this time,
more than I had before. 

You may find it strange to know that I am a woman,
and an older one at that, but neither age nor gender
mattered, not when one was a friend of Godfrey’s. All

were treated with affection and respect and given sup-
port and acceptance. I will miss him... but know that I
now have another guardian angel in heaven. I also know
exactly where he is sitting in a chair in the garden, hold-
ing forth to a crowd of enraptured people, near the
gates of horn and ivory where he can keep an eye on the
rest of us. I look forward to joining him there. God
Bless you Darling Godfrey. 

Jenny Harris BA (Hons., Classics), Dip Ed 
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Our Patron & Champion
by Michael McKenzie

B
ack in October of 1997, Godfrey attended a
Union Staff trivia night held in the Southern
Cross Lounge. Upon arrival, he was placed at a

table of young couples who were in desperate need of a
few bodies to make up a full team. Alas, after having
consumed several glasses of wine, poor Godfrey dozed
off, making little or no contribution at all.

All was not lost, however, when the trivia emcee
asked the question, “What is the name of the major
daily newspaper of Adelaide?”. “‘Advertiser’,” quipped
Godfrey, awakening from his slumber. That was his
only contribution to the team and he quickly returned
to his dozing, grinning sheepishly.

One of the men sitting at that table was Roy Pindar.
During the ’80s, Roy was an apprentice chef at the
Shortland Union. In those days, Godfrey would always
walk through the kitchen visiting all the dear ladies and
stopping for a chat. Roy swears that every time Godfrey
visited, he’d be bending over the mixer or the bratpan
and Godfrey would always make the same observation:
“Nice buttocks, dear boy.”

This time created much amusement, especially to
Union stalwart Ada Staader and the late Freda Bartlett,
who would rib Roy about his “lovely buttocks”.

The last time I spoke to Godfrey was in the gallery
outside Pinkies. It was a cold day in June and I
remarked about his wearing shorts. He compared him-
self to the Romans in Britain, said they wore open san-
dals as well, and that their winters were colder than
ours. After advising me to remain virtuous and warning
me to stay away from loose women and low-lifes like
himself, he bade me farewell: most of my conversations
with Godfrey were short—he liked to hear a good,
clean joke and always had some words of wisdom and
spoke metaphorically using quotes or events from his-

tory. Most times he would cut the conversations
abruptly and move on. I never took these endings per-
sonally, that’s just how Godfrey was.

The last time I saw Godfrey he was walking up one
of the paths that led to the Shortland Union. (Every
morning he would come into the Tanner Bar, named
after his good self, and have his morning cappuccino.)
As I watched the frail 74 year old steadfastly making
his way up the path this particular morning, it made
me realize how we able-bodied people take the campus
for granted. It must be difficult for the frail, the elder-
ly and the handicapped to move around our beautiful
campus with its many slopes and hills.

There was always something inside of me that made
me think that Godfrey was the Great Pretender. It’s

Michael & Godfrey at 1998 Union Dinner
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true he had many friends and acquaintances, both past
and present, but I believe deep down he was lonely. I
have now worked at the Union since 1988 and for all
those years I’ve worked Christmas Eve when only a
handful of Union Staff were on duty. Whilst the major-
ity of University staff and students were at home and
away, Godfrey, in most cases, was always there, drink-
ing and socializing with staff, management and patrons.
It was as if he had nowhere to go. Concerned that he
was going to spend Christmas alone I once asked him if
he had somewhere to go; Godfrey, our patron and

champion, assured me he had and thanked me for ask-
ing, as that sheepish grin once again flashed across his
face, and that sad far-away look in his eyes.

Michael McKenzie
Union Staff Member + Part-Time Student
C3003984

‘The Beast’ is 70 years young! Godfrey cuts his cake with Union General Manager, John Broughton
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Why Call It ‘OPUS’?
by Godfrey Tanner

W
hen I arrived on the Tighes Hill Campus
on February 2nd 1960 to take up duty as
Senior Lecturer in Charge of Classics at

Newcastle University College, one of the first student
leaders I met was the redoubtable young lady Kay
Flannagan, Editor of Opus. Next year on March 14th
there is to be a magnificent dinner in the Union, not to
celebrate the eve of St Patrick or of Caesar’s assassina-
tion the next day, but the Tighes Hill Campus of the
University from 1951 till 1966, when the recently
autonomous University moved its Administration,
Library and several faculties (and the Union) to the new
Shortland site. So Opus is part of the Tighes Hill lega-
cy which so many graduates of that era will re-live on
March 14th. No doubt the new editors will replace the
normal orientation number format then with appropri-
ate special features; but now is a good time to explain
some points about our great student publication. 

There are two answers possible to my question.
Taking it to mean “Why a Student paper?”, the answer
is clear cut. It gives the Student Body a voice in public
affairs which has been significant over issues like the
war in Vietnam and conscription, Aboriginal rights, and
the need for a review of our social and moral values
which all are cases where its strong advocacy helped
progress. Again, it helps fledgling student authors and
journalists to cut their teeth, and Opus helped to start
the literary careers of men like Julian Croft and Nigel
Krauth.

The second implicit question is “Why call it Opus?”
The answer was obvious when it was founded, and apart

from a year when the late James Beiers and his col-
leagues reshaped it as a broadsheet of counterculture
and renamed it Stockton Ferry it has always been Opus.
When the University College began educators believed
in Latin: today I am part of a very small minority
affirming this faith. All the world’s great cities and its
older universities had Latin mottos as a matter of
course, as did Australia’s first bank with its Sic fortis
crevit Etruria. Until the early 1970s Newcastle’s origi-
nal city arms were in use with the legend FINIS
CORONAT OPUS. This means “Completion crowns
the Work (opus); or, if you like, “The Purpose crowns
Work (opus)”. Alas in the 1970 era our City Fathers
and Town Clerk chose a glaringly inappropriate motto
(in English of course) to set below our new civic
Arms—ENTERPRISE! It would be difficult to find a
more stolid less enterprising organisation than our pre-
sent virtual harbourfront suburb of Charlestown!
Fortunately our paper has already chosen the last word
of the old motto as its title, and we are not now beset
with the horrid command PRISE! at the head of every
issue, probably with a bottle-opener logo!

Today it is clear that as our largest employer the
University has proved to be the purpose which has
crowned the work of this old city and assured it a mean-
ingful future. Never change the name! 

Godfrey Tanner
(from OPUS, November 1997)
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Godfrey’s Last Saturday at 79 Wolfe St: 
Notes on a Place and a Conversation

by David Dockrill

S
aturday was a good day to visit Godfrey. He was
usually at home, even more often since his stroke
at the beginning of 2001. Home was the upstairs

apartment of a large Victorian terrace-like building. He
had lived there on the Hill since 1968. Before that he
had had other digs, some more adequate than others,
starting with the Cross Keys Hotel at Tighes Hill when
he first arrived at the Newcastle University College late
in 1959. When Godfrey moved to 79 Wolfe St the house
was divided into three flats, two upstairs and one down.
He was not the first academic to live at number 79. John
Bach (History Department) lived there in 1962 and I
succeeded him that year. Godfrey moved into the larg-
er of the upstairs flats in June 1968 when my wife Kath
and I went overseas on study leave. A couple of years
later, after his mother’s estate was settled, he bought
the house and eventually merged the upstairs apart-
ments into one. Downstairs, he had a protected tenant,
Mrs Jean Robinson, who had lived there since the mid-
thirties. Jean became a trusted friend, one of a number
of women, Anne Creevey and Suzanne Dorahy particu-
larly come to mind, whose friendship and care over the
years he much valued. When health problems led to
Jean’s having to relinquish her tenancy, another friend,
Jim Garner, who had returned to the University for
post-graduate study, replaced her. After he left hospital,
Godfrey stayed with Jim until he fully regained the abil-
ity to climb the stairs to his own place.

Saturday, the 6th of July, was a bright but cool win-
ter’s day. Godfrey met me at the door wearing an
Astrakhan hat which seemed to be perched rather than
fitted snugly on his head. I made a quip that it was
always a pleasant experience to enter a $700,000 house.
He smiled quizzically. He was not much interested in
the commercial value of the property in an overheated
market; the house was his home which he had no inten-
tion of leaving. My remark, however, probably sparked
what followed. He led me to the verandah to show me
that he still had a view of the harbour despite the mas-
sive residential development on the old Catholic

Education land. This development had removed much,
if not all, of the harbour views for those living nearby
on top of the Hill. Godfrey often fulminated about this
development, but on this day his tone was not negative.
It was not, look, this is all I have, rather, look, I still
have a view. Indeed he had two views: one, much
reduced, over towards BHP, the other, from the oppo-
site end of the verandah, down Wolfe St towards
Stockton. His positive tone was most heartening.
Godfrey often liked to be the prophet of doom and
gloom, one of a number of roles he played, but there
were other occasions when he felt a real measure of
despair about the interests closest to his heart. It was
not always easy to lift his spirits when his mind was set
in this way though it could be done. This day, however,
his mood was lighter, more open. It was a good sign.

As we sat down to the ritual of coffee and milk
arrowroot biscuits, the latest conversational episode
commenced in our long series of conversations about
the university, church, politics, scholarship, social criti-
cism, and life affairs. These broad topics were shared
interests which had brought us together as friends in
1962 when Godfrey first introduced himself to me in
the staff dining room at the Tighes Hill Union. On that
occasion he said that I might have heard of him. Indeed
I had. A low-church Sydney Anglican had mentioned to
me the high-church Godfrey, not altogether
favourably. Godfrey seemed already to know who I
was, probably because Professor James Auchmuty, a
churchman, would have told him that the new young
lecturer in philosophy had religious interests. 

This Saturday Godfrey was anxious to talk about a
meeting at the Newcastle Club on the previous
Thursday evening. He was a keen member of club land.
To my knowledge he belonged to three: Newcastle,
whose history, written by Professor Auchmuty, he had
updated; the Royal Commonwealth Society; and the
Athenaeum, a prestigious London club favoured by
bishops and professors, where in 1999 he had hosted a
meeting of Convocation for Newcastle graduates based
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in the United Kingdom. Godfrey was always a generous
host, entertaining friends and visitors at his clubs (and
Newcastle restaurants such as Oliver’s Unicorn restau-
rant in the sixties, the Alcron, Etna, San Marco). The
Thursday meeting at the Newcastle Club had been to
determine whether this all-male preserve should admit
female members. Godfrey told with a smile how the
chairman had asked whether anyone was opposed to the
motion that membership should be open to both men
and women. Godfrey indicated that he was not only
opposed to the motion but also a supporter as well, a
paradoxical remark which brought the house down with
laughter. He then went on, as Bernie Curran mentioned
in his Cathedral eulogy of his old friend and mentor, to
speak about the advantages and disadvantages of all
male establishments. Godfrey, of course, much enjoyed
the advantages, which accorded with the flecks of
misogyny in his particular bachelor character, but
progress was not to be stopped. These flecks were reg-
ularly ignored in the face of need or encouraging talent
or enjoying the company of female friends or in
appointing staff to his department.

The conversation then moved onto the Anglican
church and its affairs. In recent years this topic had
become more like a Lenten litany in which despair far
exceeded hope. This day, however, the conversation
became lighter, far less certain, speculative, concerned
about a future beyond what was likely to be available to
either of us. The issue became what the future shape of
the church might look like when the present long term
social tendencies reshaping its life had more or less
worked themselves out. Godfrey was on the Anglo-
catholic side of the Anglican tradition, a ‘bells and
smells’ churchman. He was no close-minded believer,
nor an uncritical follower of church doctrine and prac-
tice. He did not much care for the liturgical revisions of
the last half century and preferred to attend the early
Sunday Communion service at the Cathedral where the
1662 Book of Common Prayer was followed. For a
large part of his time in Newcastle he was active in the
synods and committees of the church where as always
he spoke his mind and was generally received with
interest, if not always agreement. At the 1969 Australia-
wide General Synod he had advocated that the church
should consider recognizing same sex unions, a brave
but politically doomed recommendation in the climate
that then prevailed. In the seventies he sometimes
thought that he might offer himself as a candidate for

ordination when he retired and prepared himself by eas-
ily completing the Licentiate in Theology (Th.L), the
standard qualification for clergy at that time. In the
mid-eighties his deep involvement in diocesan life came
to an end when he resigned from the Diocesan Council
because he was out of sympathy with the financial poli-
cies being followed. He was critical, as he remained, of
the church leadership but he never confused the ordi-
nary round of worship in the church, which he followed
constantly, with the machinations of diocesan policy. 

His scholarly interests in religion and theology,
which were for the most part continuous with his clas-
sical concerns, remained unaffected. All his publica-
tions, with the exception of three volumes of confer-
ence proceedings which he co-edited, were articles, a
large number, the most recent published in 2000 and
2001. He found the article form congenial to the diver-
sity of issues on which he wished to write and his desire
to make a scholarly contribution, sometimes specula-
tive, to precise problems about thought and practice in
the Ancient world and the Christian past. A fair num-
ber of his articles had their origin in papers given at
national and international conferences. He was looking
forward to attending a conference at the Catholic
Institute in Sydney in October where he was to read a
paper on classical influences on St Paul. The conference
is one in a series, which he had helped to initiate and to
sustain as a convenor, dealing with common themes and

Godfrey and a Godson, Peter Dockrill
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problems in religious and secular thought. But the con-
ference which most cheered him was nearer at hand. In
August he planned to go to Europe for a conference in
support of the study of Classics and the Classical tradi-
tion, a matter always close to his heart. It would be his
first trip overseas since the stroke and he realized that it
could easily be his last. 

This European trip was not, however, the only rea-
son why Godfrey’s mood was elated. Another was that
he had attended his last University Council meeting.
The Council is the supreme governing body of the
University. Godfrey had two spells on Council: the
first, when he was elected by the academic staff as one
of their representatives; the second, after he retired,
when he was a Convocation member elected by the
graduates of the University. He was well qualified to
serve on Council in both capacities. He had long expe-
rience as a Professor, he had served as Dean of the
Faculty of Arts, and had a continuing involvement in
the Sports Association, the University Union, the Staff
Association (NTEU), Convocation, and, in recent
years, the attempt by Bernie Curran and his staff to
enhance the relationship between Newcastle graduates
and their alma mater. He enjoyed the honour of being
an elected member of Council and was happy to fulfil
the obligations such a position entails though age and
increasing frailty were making it more difficult. But the
experience of Council life in his second period was not
as enjoyable as the first. In retirement as an emeritus
professor and the best known academic personality on
campus, Godfrey had become a symbol of the
University and its work. He appreciated the kindness
and respect shown him at Council. He found, however,
that Council life had changed. The spirit of ‘let the

managers, manage’, which had been encouraged by
Federal Governments since the Dawkins and Metherell
reforms in the eighties, led, in his view, to a much
greater control of Council affairs by the executive, the
University’s senior officers, than he had previously
experienced. He knew how this had come about and he
also knew from his long life in the University that the
executive always had the upper hand in Council affairs,
but he thought that the balance had tipped too far. He
was not opposed to strong leadership—one of his
heroes, James Auchmuty, ‘good King James’ as
Godfrey often called him, had been a very forceful
Vice-chancellor—provided the spirit of the traditional
checks and balances was well in place. He was deeply
opposed to the commercialisation of universities, and
could not abide the view that students were customers
or clients, buyers of a high grade product, a university
degree. For him they were not consumers of a universi-
ty education but individuals being at best inducted into
a way of life of independent thought and practice whose
benefits to themselves and others were primarily to be
found in the sort of people they were becoming
through their time at university.

With this and other matters canvassed once more, it
was time for me to leave. As we walked out we made
plans to take David Mitchell to lunch on the occasion of
his retirement from the Law School. This was very
much a Godfrey tradition with his friends and those
whom he admired, whether it was a retirement, a pro-
motion, a study leave departure or what not. The day
before he had joined a small group of friends at a private
lunch to mark Shirley Schulz-Robinson’s retirement
from the School of Nursing. When we got to the bot-
tom of his stairs, our plans for the next week in place,
we made our farewells, not knowing they were to be our
last. Other regular Saturday visitors—Laurie
Tremenheere, Tony Brennan, Troy Duncan, David
Anderson—had already made theirs.

David Dockrill

(David Dockrill was formerly a senior lecturer in the Department of
Philosophy; he is now an honorary research associate in Philosophy, School
of Liberal Arts.)

Rev Dr Pat Ryan, Prof Barry Gordon, Dr Ted Miller, Godfrey
at Oxford, 1987
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Behold, I stand at the door, and knock; if
any man hear my voice, and open the door,
I will come in to him, and will sup with
him, and he with me.

—Revelations, 3:20





VIRTUS
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