
 JANUARY 2020 | The Australian Women’s Weekly  35 34 The Australian Women’s Weekly | JANUARY 2020

The Weekly’s Juliet Rieden 
was among the last 

journalists to interview 
Clive James at his home. 

Here she shares that 
unforgettable encounter.

T
here’s a painting on the wall of Clive 
James’ Cambridge home that depicts 
him engrossed in writing, sitting in 
front of another painting where he’s 
dancing with a beautiful woman. 

The vivid canvas captures Clive emphatically, 
not just with its studied likeness but uniquely, 
because it combines his two great passions in 
one frame – words and the tango. 

I spied it the minute I walked into the house 
two years ago and it stopped me in my tracks. 
I was there to interview Clive, whose reviews 
in UK’s Observer newspaper and TV chat 
shows I had grown up with in England, whose 
famously “unreliable” memoirs captivated my 
Aussie-born mum, who herself had sailed for 
London five years before Clive, and whose 
achingly soulful poetry had more recently 
captured my heart. 

Physically Clive was in trouble, moving at  
a slow shuffle and gasping for breath, but 
intellectually he was shining, mentally tangoing 
as we spent hours locked in conversation. 

That day was my happiest ever as a 
journalist. We discussed his triumphs 
and his flaws, his lust for life and his 
sadness at letting people down – mostly 
his family. We talked at length about 
the state of the world. He rather liked 
Theresa May; he quipped – “I am one 
of the many men who wouldn’t kick her 
out of bed, should I magically find her 
there. I’m just amazed to find her in 
Downing Street!” And of the wonder  
of Italian poet and philosopher Dante 
whose most famous work The Divine 
Comedy he had brazenly translated. We 
stayed in touch by email with a promise 
that I would go back to talk more, 
mostly about his mother and his guilt 
at leaving her, which he said troubled 
him but he wasn’t yet ready to face. 

In 2018 we tried to catch up when  
I was back in the UK but it wasn’t to be. 
“Things are a bit spectacular here at the 
moment – yesterday they pumped more 
than a litre of bad blood out of my lung 
cavity – so I won’t be available for a 
while, alas. But I’ll treasure the thought,” 

he wrote. And then in 2019: “I’m afraid 
I can’t be visited at all, alas. I’m up 
against the wall here, and the rules are 
strict. No visits except from medics.”

We never managed what Clive called 
our “finale before the day” and it was 
with immense sadness that I heard he’d 
lost his battle and died on November 
24. In the days following his death,  
I went through my photos from that 
day in 2017 and came across the 
painting. I contacted Clive’s daughter, 
artist Claerwen, and asked if the woman 
in the painting was her mother, Prue. “It 
does indeed show my parents tangoing 
together, though in slightly more 
glamorous circumstances than usual 
(the usual venue was the kitchen) … We 
are absolutely bereft here,” she wrote.

When I met Clive he was in the eye 
of a double whammy of leukaemia and 
emphysema and confessed he dreamed 
of the tango. “I can’t do it anymore. It’s 
my great loss. For me it’s the physical 
embodiment of poetry. Tango is 
civilised. Courtesy is everything.” 

There’s a playful backstory to the 
painting, Claerwen said. For while the 
artist Laura Smith, then 24 years old 
and a friend and contemporary of 
Claerwen’s from Slade School of Fine 
Art, was painting, Clive was writing  
to her. In the poem Portrait of Man 
Writing Clive pleads with Laura to 
paint his “knack for spinning yarns  
and casting spells” rather than “The 
blemishes that make my face a war/ I’m 
losing against time”. To further his 
cause, Clive shamelessly flirts with 
Laura in the poem, writing that she has 
“lips that glow” and “silk eyelashes”. 
It’s vintage Clive, using his eloquence 
and toying self-deprecation to charm.

Clive also told me that he dreamt  
of Sydney most nights. When he was 
diagnosed he was due to fly to Sydney 
but from that moment was grounded. 
His memories, he said, were filled with 
the clear light and lush colours of 
Australia and he talked at length, as he 
did in his poetry, of his wish to have his 
ashes scattered in Sydney Harbour. 

Clive was jealous of me flying back 
there. “Fly like a bird, kiddo, towards 
the bright blue Friday in the South,” 
he said on the day I left. “I used to 
love flying to Australia and back and  
I find being grounded the single most 
niggling thing about being sick.”  

But as we talked more Clive said he 
realised he didn’t need to go back, for 
Sydney was inside him. “People ask me 
about my tone of voice, my personality. 
It’s very foolish of them to ask that 
because the answer is obvious. I was 
born and raised in heaven.” AWW

Clockwise from left: Clive wants his ashes scattered 
in the Harbour; hosting Clive James on Television; 
Clive, Prue and daughters; with Mel Gibson in 1997. 

Above: The portrait captured Clive’s passion for the tango which he said was the 
“physical embodiment of poetry”. Below: Juliet with Clive at home in Cambridge.
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