property after Alec has been killed in an accident. As with the boy in The
Mainland, he is left bitter and without understanding when she goes, refusing to
prolong a relationship that was temporary and with meaning for her only in the
brief time of her reaction to Alec’s death.

For Western Australian, or indeed Australian readers, Grant Watson must in a
time of artificial reticence in writing have seemed a strong and unconventional
voice. A voice they seem to have disregarded, were perhaps uneasy with. But
these scenes of the boy’s awakening to sex, his unsure relationship with women
he does not understand, are convincing and open, strike an adult note that was far
from common. Grant Watson’s women characters are often strong and vital,
determined to lead their own lives, and make their own decisions even when these
go plainly against the conventions of their time. And such women stay alone, or
have an elemental aloneness that keeps them apart even in close relationships. Less
convincing, with an exception in the novel to follow, are the women who marry
his protagonists, or are established in society. These tend to come from the south,
the softer country, and to be more the conventional wife or mistress of fiction.

The second part of the novel sees Martin back in the north after a few years
on the south-west farms where his sister is to marry one of the local farmers.
Meekatharra is now grown with gold miners. Martin goes to work with a farmer
named Mackay who lives out some distance on new land he is trying to develop.
Mackay is a visionary for the development of the country, and a strong propa-
gandist for wheat on mulga land, a dream which in reality seems a little misplaced.
But Mackay is the archetypal developer.

“If it were wheat, it would be a different story. A man doesn’t feel so
lonely where he can see the young, green leaves springing where the rain has
fallen. And the rain would come, the climate would change, such things have
happened. People would flock here then, there would be railways stretching
out to the inland lakes beyond the breakaways. There would be branches
from the Murchison to the upper Gascoign, and beyond to the Pilbury dis-
trict, and beyond again to Kimberley. There could be hundreds of miles of
wheat, a wonderful country, rich enough to feed millions. You don’t believe
it?” he queried.!8

Martin, working much alone, has found his feeling for the land deepen. He
cannot agree, or even really comprehend, Mackay’s vision of change. To his reply
that he would leave the land much as it is, Mackay objects.

“That’s just where you make a mistake,” said Mackay incisively. “You will
learn that in time. It’s nature or man, one or other of them must go under.
You must do her in her own hard way, or she’ll crush you and have no pity.
The prlc;gress of mankind can’t stand still. You’ll learn that when you are
older.”

The two foreshadow a debate which in a later time was to divide a society,
but they can work together here with tolerance for each other, though Martin’s
instinct for living in harmony with the land grows stronger, and marks his differ-
ence from those about him who saw only a need for exploitation. Mackay’s wife,
Clara, views the land in a way different from either of the men.

“... It’s awful, this country.” She spoke with a sudden bitterness. “A
beastly, empty, barren country. Why not even grass will grow, and no wonder.
... It’s not fit for any white man to live in ... all right for niggers perhaps.
It isn’t only the sight of it but the feel of it, that’s what’s so damnable. One
can shut one’s eyes but not one’s feelings. . .. It’s like a nightmare,” she added
and seemed suddenly to become relaxed, suddenly flaccid. “It is a nightmare;
it’s in my sleep, I dream of it ...”20
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So the three confront a country and the daily routine it imposes: Martin happy
to work alone on outer parts of the property, increasingly aware of the land and
an understanding of it, aware too of that which he felt through the land, but
could find no words for, ‘strange, intangible ... that promised a beyond greater
than life itself ... the charm, the lure, the pride of life, yet words did not describe
it’: Mackay sharing in some measure Martin’s feeling, but never able to achieve
the younger man’s acceptance, divided from the land by his wife’s rejection of the
life it enforced: Clara increasingly bitter and outspoken in her antagonism to the
country and to her husband.

The conflict between the couple affects Martin at first only as an observer,
embarrassing him when he is forced to see Mackay’s humiliation, and it is unre-
solved when he decides to return, drawn back for a time to ‘the town, the undis-
covered lives of men and women, the contact with his own kind’. In the Perth
of the early years of the century he meets two newly arrived immigrants from
England, Maggie Linton and her father. Martin is drawn strongly to the girl, and
she is glad of friendship in a city and a land she finds strange and difficult. The
developing relationship is more fully realised than in the previous novel, but is in
some respects a repetition, with the same factors at issue. Martin’s restlessness is
too strong for him to remain in the town, he is indeed in this sense John Sherwin
moving backwards and forwards between city and desert. Maggie is aware that
the country, the desert itself in some way she hardly understands, is her rival.

Maggie re-read the letter. She mused over the lines. “I should like to get
your letter while I'm here. That would be the next best thing to seeing you.”
She understood their import; the desert and herself were his two loves; he
wanted them together, then he would know which one he loved the most.
Had he not shown that already? The desert had moulded him, made him
what he was, given him his confidence and his power. She dreaded this alien
rival so remote from her own experience. She looked at the faint-scented,
fragile flowers. If this country that he loved so much had produced these
flowers it would not be difficult for her to give it her love. His country, might
it not be her country too??!

Her later experience reveals how superficial that hope is. Martin, explaining to
Mackay his own hope of buying land and bringing Maggie to live in the north,
finds himself puzzled by the old man’s silence. Mackay’s large plans have never
matured, and his life with Clara is disastrous, yet he will not denounce the land
that is the symbol of his failure. In new understanding Martin sees him ‘as a
humble old man with eyes bent upon the earth. He was a child of the desert,
grown old in its service ... who would neither appraise nor betray with words,
his mistress.” Martin is in fact looking upon himself as the years ahead are to
mould him.

Martin and the girl marry, but the conflict of the land has not been solved for
Martin. He takes Maggie north with him, in effect uniting the two elements of
conflict, to manage Mackay’s station at Quinn’s Springs. Clara, unable any longer
to face her life there, has killed herself. Mackay cannot live on the property but
does not want to dispose of it. Though Martin refuses to see the clear parallel
of Mackay’s life, this provides a tension that lifts the ending from being an echo
of the unconvincing conclusion of the previous novel. Yet it is no firm conclusion,
and Grant Watson’s postscript is hardly needed to suggest he will return to the
same problem.

He returns with a direct continuation of the novel in Daimon.?2 Martin and
Maggie have been two years at Quinn’s Springs. The division between them is
plain. For her the new country is difficult and unsettling, she values the confines
of the homestead which she feels she has made in some way her own. Though in
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the early period before their child was born Martin has taken her about the
station, camping out, working, trying to enable her to share his own enjoyment
for the place itself, she cannot find his enthusiasm. She does respond to the
physical strength and appeal of the man and the elemental quality of the life. But
she is aware of the division, and she knows the source of that division. She is
afraid of his hope to buy the property.

To be in possession of these plains of mulga scrub and the far-reaching
expanses of salt bush: they loomed before her as a challenge and a responsi-
bility. It would be something irrevocable and perhaps final if Martin were to
buy the farm, and it came then in a flash that the men of the bush never
really possessed the land. It was the land that possessed the men.2?

The presence of this land impresses itself on her, not as something she can
articulate, rather as a fear.

If you once come to know [this place] as I do, you won’t want it any differ-
ent from what it is.” As if moved by some impulse to give emphasis to his
words, he checked his horse and gazed into the ghostly and pearl-coloured
haze that hung in a thin veil over the land. The salt-bush was like a thick,
grey moss growing upon the plain. Silver and grey and neutral-tint mingled
and merged together; it was a strange and desolate scene, possessed of beauty
which caught at the heart and held it fluttering in a magic power. The girl
also paused and looked, at first inquiringly, but in a moment held and awed
by that oufy radiance. The horses lifted their heads and with ears forward
gazed intently. They drew their breath deeply, snorted and quivered a little,
and it seemed that they saw, moving in that desert-emptiness, things that the
eyes of the humans could not see. Suddenly the mare neighed with short,
high-pitched neigh; both horses sprang sideways, shying. They shook their
heads excitedly and pranced.

“Martin, they have seen something. What is it?”

“Eh, steady there, what’s the matter? What have you seen? Nothing to be
frightened at. Have a good look at it then; it won’t do you any harm.”
Martin was patting The Camel’s shoulder, soothing him.

“What was it, Martin dear; they saw something?”

f“Yes, they see things we don’t see, but there’s nothing to hurt or be afraid
o .’Q

“What was it. What is it?”

“I don’t know. I saw nothing. I can’t see as they do.”

She laughed with a rather shrill high laugh. “I felt it, didn’t you? It’s
rather frightening, I think.”

He put out his hand to hold her arm for a second, but the horses pulled
them apart. “There’s no need to be frightened. I know there’s nothing to
hurt you.”

“There was something there that they saw and we didn’t.”

“Yes.”

“You believe there are things like that in the air invisible?”

He nodded. “They don‘t have anything to do with us, so far as I know.”

Her eyes were wide open and bright, and he could see her face very pale
in the moonlight. “Oh, Martin, I've felt it and half known it, though I haven’t
believed it till now. It makes me frightened. What is it. Where are they?”

She was grateful to him that he did not seem at all moved, that he did not
catch her excitement. “How can I tell? T don’t know any more than you.
But there are things in the bush that we don’t see. That I've known for a
long time. But they don’t do any harm. When I'm alone I rather like to feel
that they are there.”

She paused and laughed again, taking this in. “You mean that there are
real things there that we can’t see?” she questioned.

“There must be ... You know I've told you that there are some fellows
that can’t stand it out here. Well, I expect that’s why. They feel there’s some-
thing and they are afraid. You simply mustn’t be afraid.”?
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While this may be reminiscent of Lawrence, it has been part of Watson’s vision
of the land before Lawrence thought of sighting Australia.?’ For Martin the
awareness has grown since the days of his trek with the children to find his father.
He tries to explain to Maggie that this sense of the land is to him like love. He
lacks the words, but both are conscious that his feeling must divide them. For
Martin this response to the land is perhaps more fundamental, more himself, than
his response to the woman.

Martin hesitated; he was aware of her sudden distress, and felt the wave of
her unhappiness. Should he remain inflexibly himself, hard in the quality of
that inner exultation which was the core of his life. Remain ... no strive to
be himself: that unsubstantial and evasive something, which fluttered upon
the borderland of the great unknown. Or should he be the simple fellow and
loving husband, that he was so familiar in meeting in his wife’s eyes? It was
easy and kind to come close to her again, to be human, all-too-human, and to
use those words and caresses which are a sweet anodyne to the pains of
growth and the conflict of personality, to use those words and caresses, those
mild influences which can kindle smiles in the eyes of beloved and lover and
bring comfort to their hearts.

He hesitated but for a moment, then chose the easier path.26

When Maggie’s father comes to visit them he offers a relief from the loneliness
and fear she now feels strongly. She tries to explain the obsession the desert can
become for men, and for women, an obsession she fears is a madness. She shows
her father the dogs that herd sheep, and how one dog is so devoted to his work
that when released he will round up any of the farm animals, he works even on
the puzzled fowls. It is a macabre illustration, forceful, from the woman’s view
not an exaggerated analogy, though she tries to evade the truth of it. “You see
how the dogs get’, she says. ‘Not that the men are like the dogs, I didn’t mean
that.’

She does mean that, and she tells her father of her fear of the country itself,
that Martin loves it more than he loves her — ‘he could do without me.” She
forecasts clearly what, years later, is to happen.

He’d miss me, of course, and I wonder sometimes what would happen to
him without me. He might get like what they call the bush-gropers, men who
go wandering about in the bush. They get swallowed up in it, lost, bewitched
by its strange monotony ...

Her father tries to reassure her, suggesting that for Martin the country is ‘a
kind of symbol. We all look for symbols sooner or later.” But for all his limited
understanding of the land, he shares his daughter’s fear, and is aware that her
fate, as Martin’s, is bound up in this land.

His eyes rested upon the desert, upon that empty land, open under the
stars; its one great eye open and unwinking, its soul exposed There was a
kind of finality about it. It was all-embracing, a symbol not easily to be
escaped. Both the heart and brain of the civilized man shrank from that
finality, yet there was some other undefined element which was attracted by
the completeness of that consummation. He could have wished for his dearly-
loved daughter another fate.28

One of the human equivalents of the incident of the dogs is seen in the instance
of the Camerons, two women who live alone at Bell Hill, another isolated pro-
perty some distance from Quinns Springs. Mother and daughter, they hold each
other prisoner, the girl in revenge for her mother’s killing of her own illegitimate
child many years earlier. To Maggie, the fate of the women is one more evidence
of the madness the bush enforces.
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“Father, it’s this awful country. It makes people like that. Nobody can
stand against it. The isolation, the strange, awful feeling. There’s something.
... Can’t you feel it even in a short time? The Camerons and Mackay, in
their different ways, you see they are strange and different from other people.
Nobodyzlss just happy and normal. They all get changed; it’s a sort of mad-
ness. ...

Time widens the division, reinforces the attitudes of husband and wife. They
are held in ‘the confined and ever-contracting circle of a bitter and ineffectual
pity’, in a ‘love which was no longer love as he had imagined ... a warm and
bitter love .. .. In the American publication Watson used the title The Contracting
Circle, and it is this figure he exploits in the latter part of the book. For the
woman, the situation brings a recognition of ‘the antagonism of woman to man’,
something which has lain behind the relationships of all Grant Watson’s charac-
ters, and the insight offers her some freedom, leading to a brief affair with a
young man, Carey, who works for Martin. She has now a hardness of her own,
and moves to obtain her own freedom — *... as her deeper self had always known
and recognised, men were only means to an end. She was shocked at the hard
logic of her mind, which could regard young Carey ... as a mere instrument
towards deliverance.’

With an irony reminiscent of Hardy, their plans to go away together are under-
cut by Martin in good faith, unaware of their intention, offering Carey a respons-
ible position to manage part of the property. Martin saves her life in an accident
with the horses, and her attempt at decision and escape is abandoned.

With the illness of her father, Maggie goes south to see him, but is too late,
and the bitterness of her life is focussed now on the desert itself.

I have tried to find a way out, but the more I try the worse it becomes ...
In the desert is all that is most evil in life. 1 didn’t know it at first, but now
I cannot doubt it.30

Her position is the same as that which had faced Clara. Her decision to leave
this country is formed finally when Martin evicts a man and woman who have
farmed land as his tenants, but failed, as Mackay failed in part, by asking more
from the land than was possible with their crops. To Maggie the Johnsons’ desire
to remain at a life which offered them only desperate poverty is another evidence
of the power of the land, the obsessions it could enforce. But behind Martin’s
decision she and the Johnsons are aware that he covets the land for himself. What
they see as greed and lack of compassion is in fact more complex.

... and the land was safe. Could it be changed? Never. ... It had been
like that for all time, and so it would remain. He and the land were one;
they were expressions of the same impulse; they both responded to and took
their shape from the same mystical promptings; they drew their life, the
subtle and delicate quality of their being, from the same source; they wore
the same mask; each lived withdrawn, with attributes flowing into the un-
known; in the dim night of their withdrawing they were sufficient unto them-
selves and to each other. As he rode further through the darkness, lit only by
the stars, he became aware of a sweet harmony pervading body, mind, and
soul. In this his senses were sustained . ..3!

In one of their now profitless arguments Maggie says her lot is to stay here
until she dies and he buries her in the red dust. Without any clear plan she runs
away, to Bell Hill, learning the secret of the two women who live there. Though
they are never quite convincing the scenes at Bell Hill have a dramatic quality
withheld from the rest of the novel. In the three women imprisoned in lives they
have been responsible for but feel they cannot escape, a vision akin to that of
Hardy is reinforced and expressed as unequivocally.
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What remedy was there for the tragedy of being? None, none whatever
was possible. In all existence, suffering was the only unquestioned reality;
everything else was like the desert twilight, an unsubstantial limbo .. .

Some hope does appear for Maggie. Martin is forced to a realisation of her
hopelessness, and an awareness that he cannot abandon her. They leave the desert
for a property in the south, Sea Orchard, near Albany, which for fifteen years
they develop.

It is a period of truce, not solution, as in their different ways both understand.
Distance and time bring to Maggie a deeper awareness of what they had faced,
and may still have to face.

... She had been wrong when she had said that the northern country was
evil. It most certainly was not good in any human sense, and in the absence
of good, evil manifested itself. That was somehow different from saying that
it was evil. The desert was beyond good and evil, something aloof and op-
posed altogether to human love and sympathy. And if human love and all
that went with it, all the attributes of mankind, the greatness and the limita-
tions of the human heart, if all these were one part of life, then the other
part, the mysterious, the uncomprehended, the aloof, was symbolized by that
virginal land, which gave, even in memory, a sense of expectation, as though
it waited, still clothed in the primal innocence of creation, for some ordained,
though unguessed event. It was that other part, the unhuman, the ungauged,
which gave to Martin his distinction. His spirit had touched and had been,
though perhaps only for rare moments, on equal terms with that further part
of God which was not human, which often seemed opposed to what humanity
strove for, but which, in its depths, went deeper, colder than human love
could go, and, in its heights, transcended to a thin and empty nothing.32

When Martin returns to the north to help his son, who farms there, the truce is
strained. Martin, as Grant Watson’s other protagonists before him, for a time
moves between the two poles, north and south, ostensibly seeking for gold in the
desert country, in reality returning to what he has never left.

For Maggie the long struggle has been lost. As the circle contracts her con-
clusion is bitter. ‘In life there was no victory; but only a long-drawn-out and
unrelenting denudation.” The implications of Hardy are inescapable, as in the
admission she is forced to make.

‘... Can’t you believe that I love you, but that I still have to go?” She was
about to answer in anger, but her sincerity checked her. “Yes, I can believe
that,” she said sadly, “but I find it painful and perplexing.”

They stood looking at each other for a while in that painful and perplexing
silence; he came to her and took her by the hand and then put his arms about
her, and there seemed a harmony grown unexpectedly out of their struggle.
For a short time they sat together side by side, she holding his hard, brown
hand in her white hands. Thus they remained in silence while the twilight
darlégned; it was an hour remembered for happiness, as happiness goes in this
life.

A more conventional novel might have ended here. But it is in the last pages
that Watson gives some human feeling to what is often in danger of becoming an
abstract discussion of ideas. The symbolism is deepened and made more complex.
Perhaps Watson tries to impose too much on this figure of the land, is asking
that it contain too varied a flow of ideas, yet in essence his desert landscape does
exist in its own right and as an embodiment of the ideas he suggests in his spare
narrative.

Now, at the end, Maggie goes back to the country she has so long feared, to
find Martin. Both of them are reduced to elemental figures, their clothes tattered,
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dirty, covered with the red dust, short of food and water, becoming slowly indis-
tinguishable from the land itself. Oddly pathetic yet heroic figures. They are
re-united briefly, before she dies and he buries her as she had foreseen. The man,
stripping from his body the last of his clothes, turns away into the desert to die.

This is the most forceful, and the most moving expression of Grant Watson’s
theme, of his attempt to engage his characters and the landscape against which he
sees them. He expands and deepens his theme, the land becomes a symbol of the
separateness of man and woman, of the impossibility of fulfilment of love, yet
an affirmation of its existence, and of the division of the self. At times an over-
load of ideas, a metaphysical over-kill perhaps, seems imminent, and always
Watson’s characters tend to exist rather as concepts than breaking through to some
reality as people. But it is a rich and ambitious novel, with a power in keeping
with its elemental concern of landscape and natural things. Grant Watson found
in it his fullest expression of what might be seen as his own obsession with the
strange and harsh landscape he had become aware of so many years earlier.

Indeed he was no more able to escape this landscape than his characters in
their movement between desert and civilization. He returned to it in Lost Man!
in 193434

All Grant Watson’s novels have had an essential spareness, a concentration of
event, of character, and description, but this is more marked in Lost Man!. The
framework has more in common with short story than novel, and might have been
more effective handled as such. While the earlier novels have moved over long
periods of time, here the span is brief, and forward moving, the plot structure
very simple. The style has a terseness, and while Watson has always been relative-
ly free in his depiction of scenes and human relationships, he has here an even
greater freedom, a starkness, at times a brutality, more to be found in the Amer-
ican fiction of the period than English, and not at all in Australian writing. It may
be significant in this respect that the English edition was published under the name
of John Lovegood.

The narrative begins in that favored conveyance of Grant Watson, the Perth-
Geraldton-Meekatharra train — the names no longer disguised, where Sam Lawson
is travelling north to look at a gold strike his partner has made. His wife, Vera,
is to go with him, not with much enthusiasm for the journey, or for her hus-
band’s company. Looking from the window of the train, she reflects that ‘surely
it was an accident that she should have married Sam Lawson. She didn’t quite
understand how she had ever come to do that ... or why she had such a shrink-
ing from his touch ...

She had learned to control that response, and during the journey, and at the
hotels where they stay, Sam makes his usual demands on her, without understand-
ing or concern. He is a strong, sensual, direct man, with little regard for other
people’s feelings. The girl sees him and the fellow passengers he engages in a
card game as:

... just like so many different sorts of animals that had happened to have
got into the same stall together. The farmer was like a horse with a long
face, Sherringham was like a bull; the other man was like some sort of a bird
with a long neck, and Sam? Sam was like a big sort of monkey with a hairy
belly.35

The novel accepts something of this sort of view of the characters, and the
imagery is developed.

At Geraldton Sam goes inland for a day or so to look at a property, while the
girl remains at the hotel, unwilling to accompany him. She walks down to the
beach, glad of her freedom, liking the dunes and the thickets that fringe them.
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Here she meets Tim Kennedy, Lawson’s partner, who like herself is waiting for
Lawson’s return. They are attracted to one another, and without evasion she
accepts him as a lover.

The scene is overlaid with a heavy symbolism. The couple become aware as
they lie on the sand of a snake close to them, on the warm ground, unhurried,
within striking distance if they move. It goes, and later Kennedy finds and Kkills it.
Its significance in this scene where the couple unashamedly enjoy their brief Eden
seems clear enough, and is part of a pattern of imagery. The girl feels like ‘a
frog or a bird fascinated’ as the snake lies close to them. Kennedy is ‘like a dog,
fawning on her, beseeching her caresses’. The couple bite into the fruit and skin
of the melon they eat. However, Kennedy is also seen in terms of the snake,
‘lying on his side . .. his brown eyes were watching her.” ‘He had told her he was
waiting. Well, he was waiting ... That was just the sense he gave her: he was
lying there and watching her, waiting for something.’

Kennedy is more at home in the bush than among his fellows, drawn to soli-
tude. By comparison with Lawson he is thoughtful and attractive, the girl’s
feeling for him, open and physical as it is, stems partly from the contrast he
presents to her husband. Yet the undertones of something if not menacing, at
least indifferent in him, is felt by the girl — ‘she kissed his eyelids that she might
not see the unfeeling depths of his eyes.” She agrees to come to his room at the
hotel that night, though she ‘knew again he was waiting with that cruel and seduc-
tive patience that claimed all things.’

As they resume the train journey, Kennedy now with them, she tries to regain
her own identity, feeling herself lost between the two men, ‘both of them, how
she hated them both.” The earlier image of Kennedy is now elaborated.

She knew that Tim, in particular, had no mercy, for there was something cold
in his passion; his very beseechingness and yearning sprang from a deep, cold
source . .. A curious thought, not to be put aside: there was something of the
snake about him, and was it altogether an accident that they had almost lain
together on a deadly snake?3®

This pattern of imagery seems likely to become deeper, more complex, or
simply a little confused. Perhaps wisely, the novel does not really develop it.

Like some of the earlier women characters Vera Lawson would claim her own
freedom and identity and it appears the novel is to explore this more fully.

The girl sees, as the train travels slowly, the destruction of the country, the
kind of landscape that had resulted from exploitation, and which Martin O’Brian
had feared. ‘The land had been violated, first by the sun, and then by men, and
by their hideous starved animals.’ Yet in the desert flowers, the white and gold
everlastings, she sees also the beauty of this exploited land. At Yalgoo she
observes a gross scene when the donkeys from the teams are turned out for the
night, ‘a wild orgy’ which she wonders might be ‘the expression of Australia.” The
scene is like a climax to the journey, desperate yet farcical.

First Sam, then Tim, then Sam again, and now this immense and inexorable
continent . .. its station-yards violated by men and goats, as she was violated,
the great open eye of its plain, its scorching sun, its flowers, its lusting
donkeys!

The tension passed, though the donkeys continued to scream and fornicate.
Now she was inclined to laugh. They were so funny, not unlike men, she
thought.37

Though there is one effective scene where she plays cards with the two men in
the carriage, and is able to combine with and against each of them as the hands
fall, retaining her own independence of judgement and sense of freedom, the
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novel moves away from her more sensitive awareness and the problems which face
her, to concentrate on the search by the two men for the gold reef.

This section, and it is half the novel, is too long. The tension built up in the
first part is lost. The two partners travel out to the desert country. Kennedy be-
comes aware that out here Lawson is helpless, out of his own world, and that
he could lose him as if by accident. Alone, Lawson would not survive long. The
desert forces both men to introspection, Lawson to admission of the significance
of his personal relationships, their inadequacy, Kennedy to try to analyse his need
for the woman who is his partner’s wife. Ironically Lawson is forced to look out
beyond his usual self absorption, Kennedy is driven to look back towards men, to
the life he has abandoned: Lawson becomes aware of the country, Kennedy of
the problems of living with his fellows. Kennedy finally has to face his doubt
that he can deliberately lose and so kill Lawson. At the point of decision he is
bitten by a snake, dies in agony, and Lawson is left in the desert which is to
destroy him.

The novel shows a change in style, is more direct in analysis of thought and
motive, and indicates a difference in the way in which the land, the desert coun-
try, is viewed. The style, crisper, often telling in the early part of the book, is
less suitable for the introspection of the last portion. The symbolism seems un-
certain, and the religious implications of the last few pages are forced indeed.
There are some effective descriptions of the desert in the last section of the book,
but the land is seen less in terms of reality than as an allegorical setting. While this
has always been part of Watson’s concern, the change is marked here, and he is
providing a concept later to engage both Stow and White.

The Nun and the Bandit38 followed a year after Lost Man! Set later than the
other books, there are motor cars, fine houses established in the goldfields — in
this case at Balangoorlie, not one of Watson’s better disguises — there is a police
force and better communications, the vast mine dumps are a feature of the land-
scape, and there is evidence of American influences on Australian life.

The novel begins uncertainly, with something of the brashness, the schoolboy
adventure attitude of some of Boldrewood’s narratives. Grant Watson relies more
on dialogue than in his previous novels, and some of the initial awkwardness is
due to unconvincing speech, and to the events being reflected largely through the
thoughts of the main character, the young, aggressive and inarticulate Michael
Shanley. The initial interview when Michael confronts his uncle, George Shanley
who owns the mine and property Michael feels is at least partly his, since his
grandfather was its early discoverer, is oddly melodramatic. It is as if Watson,
trying to gain greater pace and impact, has lost any ability to suggest credibility of
character or incident.

The plot that develops when George Shanley refuses the youth’s claim is also
melodramatic, and seems likely to be little more credible. The young man plans
to kidnap the daughter of Shanley’s son, take her out to one of the distant out-
camps on the run-down station left to Michael and his brothers by their father,
and hold her for ransom. Michael’s two brothers are subservient to him, one
retarded and mentally a child.

The brothers take the young girl when she is visiting an area out of the town
in the late afternoon. With her is her companion, Sister Lucy Sheldon, a young
woman who is taking orders, and who is visiting the Shanleys. She refuses to
leave the girl, and is taken to the outcamp with her.

From this point the novel begins to gain some form and credibility. Grant
Watson remains remarkably true to his location, to its barrenness, its isolation, its
sheer loneliness. Above all, he refuses to falsify the limitations it imposes on
action, events, or twists of plot — something novelists before and after him were
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less scrupulous about. The novel concentrates about this very limitation of place,
this simplicity. In a sense, all Watson’s novels have shared something of this, but
his characters have been free to move and to provide some variety of place, event,
and time.

Time itself is limited. Only some four days are spent at the outcamp, a few
more days at the pool further out where Michael takes Lucy Sheldon after the
other characters have left them.

Through the brothers, and the woman Michael has lived with at the home-
stead, such as it is, and who was forced to live as his father’s mistress before him,
the gross lives that have been forced on them are revealed. The boys had killed
their father, a brutal tyrant of a man, Michael being mainly responsible, and the
picture of this crude early life is like that of the poor whites of American writers
like Erskine Caldwell, some of whose violence and sadism it shares, and seems
to share some of the same social concern. The novel seeks to establish some
belief in this early life of the brothers, and of the woman, Sorrel, who has suffered
with them, and the effect it has had on stunting and brutalising them all. As the
other characters fall away, Michael is left with Lucy Sheldon, stripped now of her
veil and habit, dressed in the clothes given her by Sorrel. To possess her physically
has become his obsession, by force if necessary, in the kind of brutality he has
been used to, but he agrees to let the young girl go free, forfeiting the ransom, and
any future for himself, if Lucy Sheldon will stay with him for a time, and accept
him as a lover.

She has no real possibility of avoidance, but there is the choice of agreeing
to his demand or having it forced upon her. That they have come to this point at
all indicates an awareness of one another and of themselves neither had expected
or was able to understand. She does agree, and they travel out to a distant rock
pool, a place idyllic in its way, and there camp for some days until, inevitably,
they are discovered.

As in the pattern of the other novels, isolation enforces an introspection and
re-valuation. Lucy Sheldon must come to terms with revulsion and fear as
qualities within herself, and not simply as provoked by her strange companion.
And as she achieves self awareness she achieves compassion. He learns some-
thing of consideration, and glimpses the possibility of a relationship with someone
in every respect different from anyone else in his stunted and brutual world.
Grant Watson does not falsify this, he retains his sense of the limitations possible
in the encounter, and resists sentimentality.

The last chapter seems an unnecessary concession to the reader, but once be-
yond the awkward opening of the book itself there is a greater ease in the writing,
a greater naturalness between the characters, grotesques though they may seem,
and, more easily than in the earlier novels, a fusion of the identity and symbolism
of the landscape.

... behind her there were the stores and the blankets and the glowing
embers of the fire. These things were still a part of the accustomed world.
These things that they had brought with them out of the past, and besides
these, there were the natural features of the landscape, the pool and the bare
rocks with their sharp, dark shadows, but not as in other landscapes ... they
were in some way enchanted and made unreal, or else more real, by the
silence and by the bright ocean of air, warm and impregnated through and
through with sunlight. A buzz of insects, but so monotonous as to be but an
empbhasis to the silence which lay behind.

The silence was like a blow inflicted, but not one to stun, but rather one
from a piercing, poisoned weapon, planting a toxin in the blood to make her
restless. Such tremendous peace could hardly be endured.
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Here, as she gazed, all things grew stranger and more changed. The sub-
stance of the rocks, which gleamed with a faint, translucent purple, and the
grey-blue foliage of the mulga bushes were alike pierced and made almost
transparent by so much brilliance. Here in the desert was the presence of an
all-pervading light, but how different this from that other light which, in her
soul, she had imagined about the presence of The Saviour. This light had
existed before any imaginings of man. God without man: a thought both
terrible and strange. Around her, on all sides, sky and earth met in a purple
haze, and nearer, the earth was but the reflected sky; the light would pene-
trate right through. Amidst this blending and piercing, chaos was in concep-
tion. The silence was a vacuum. ... Only the tiny lives of insects: a faint
indeterminate humming, to which accompaniment all things were fused.3®

The reflection of the woman’s conflict against the loneliness, the strength and
silence and light of the landscape, is more convincing than anything in the previ-
ous novel, more economically managed than in the earlier books, though it
remains a novel that never quite manages to fuse its often bizarre elements.

Grant Watson may finally have laid at rest his long concern with the Western
Australian landscape. The Nun and the Bandit is the last of the novels. Consider-
ing how much they offer it is strange how little they seem to be known, novels
that appear to have been not so much forgotten by Australian readers as never
discovered.
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HELEN WATSON-WILLIAMS

Land Into Literature

The Western Australian Bush seen by some Early
Writers and D. H. Lawrence

When Anthony Trollope, visiting his son in New South Wales in 1871-72 and
Western Australia in March 1872, wrote of the establishment of the Swan River
colony, he was noticeably unenthusiastic. As he coolly observes:

Western Australia arose after another fashion. She was colonised because she
was there — not because she was wanted for any special purpose, either by
the community at large or by any small section of it.!

He does not say that there were also cruising French in the South seas at the time2
nor that the Dutch voyagers had passed that way; though he willingly reports
that the early Dutch who, under Peter Nuyt, landed on the South West coast were
frightened away by the roaring bull frogs, as he might easily have been himself.3
However, Captain Stirling in 1827 had taken home news of a “salubrious climate”
and was sent South to found a colony on the Ist of June, 1829, and settlement
followed. For our purposes let the Mediterranean climate determine the fact.

This essay will consider what some writers have thought of Western Australia,
the place, its landscape, and more particularly the bush characteristic of the
south of the immense State.

At first sight it was not beguiling to English eyes as indeed it is not to Euro-
peans today. As the Reverend J. R. Wollaston, who described himself as “the
first of Christ’s ordained ministers who (has) officiated in this extensive district”4,
comments in 1841:

The appearance of the coast of Western Australia as you approach from the
sea, is most uninviting . . . white, sandy beach with dingy looking forest in the
background.®

Nor does closer inspection modify this unprepossessing impression. The Reverend
Wollaston is a close and conscientious observer but he does not like what he sees
at close range:

All the trees, although evergreens, want freshness: their foliage is of the most
sombre uniform hue imaginable and the paucity of it causes their trunks and
stems to bear a very undue proportion compared with the leaves.

At long range it is little better:
From a very high hill on Point Casuarina there is a view extending for many

miles into the interior ...; but to me it is rather distressing than agreeable.
Apparently an impervious mass everywhere presents itself of one uniform
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colour, a dark dirty green, over which on a hot day, the hazy, African-looking
atmosphere hangs like a pestilence.”

All in all, he reluctantly admits of his new land that “the general aspect of the
country, on this side of Australia at least, is by no means inviting.”’

Others’ first impressions are more cheerful though it is worth noticing how far
past experience governs their expectations if not, like the colonial artists, their
records. One young man, arriving a year after the first settlers, reports in his
Diary of 29th (October 1830):

We are now advancing towards the coast, which has an undulating and very
pleasing appearance, like gentlemen’s parks.®

But the illusion of “gentlemen’s parks” did not survive closer scrutiny. Two
months later George Fletcher Moore, for all his optimism, had to confess that

The country is most singular, but does not possess those features of extreme
interest which I expected; there is ... great sameness in the scenery.l?

Rather as we ourselves, lacking perceptive praise, fall back on a neutral term, he
takes the easy way out some three months later when he assesses it thus:

(its) character is that of an interesting landscape, rather than of sublime or
grand scenery.!!

A later colonist, E. W. Landor, who arrived in August, 1841, accompanied by bro-
thers, servants, dogs and rams with curling horns, records a similar fluctuation of
feeling. As his ship moves past the island of Rottnest into the port of Fremantle
his account has an exultation in nature that markedly echoes the eighteenth cen-
tury sensibility of the Northern hemisphere:

It was a clear, beautiful, sparkling day, and there was a sense of enjoyment
attached to the green foliage, the waving crops, and the gently heaving sea,
that threw over this new world of ours a charm which filled our hearts with
gladness.12

Yet the country cannot match the climate:

The first impression which the visitor to this settlement receives is not favour-
able ... This unfavourable ... soil (of granitic sand, with which is mixed a
small proportion of vegetable mould) is covered with a coarse scrub, and an
immense forest of banksia trees, red gums, and several varieties of eucalyptus!?

But the banksia is a “paltry tree”, only good for firewood.

Nevertheless, on a bright day, the spring wild flowers and flowering shrubs
“gave to the country the appearance of English grounds about a goodly mansion
... It was impossible to help being in good spirits.”14

Yet Landor, the aspiring ‘“Bushman”, as he describes himself, shows a sensitiv-
ity to the country in its other aspects that the cheerful Mr. Moore does not feel
or in any event acknowledge. Even before he sets foot on land he catches a
glimpse of what experience of the bush may be like. Night falls on his ship hug-
ging the coast towards the port where a few twinkling lights are the only signs of
life:

All beside, on the whole length of the coast, seemed to be a desert of sand,
the background of which was occupied with the dark outline of an illimitable
forest.

It was into this vast solitude that we were destined to penetrate. It was a
picture full of sombre beauty, and it filled us with solemn thoughts.1®
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Sometime later, while visiting the home of an established settler and following
a pleasant evening of music, he unexpectedly experiences a moment of extreme
loneliness and threat arising from that “illimitable forest.” As he contemplates
ring-barked trees in the clearing by the quiet river, he quite irrationally feels that
the visible forest trees are “advanced lines ... of the vast wilderness which lay
beyond” and he is profoundly disturbed by emanations from the unknown land
stretching far around homestead clearing and the drawing-room:

The air was balmy, but there was something in the mournful aspect of the
scene that weighed upon the spirits, and made one feel inexpressibly lonely
in the midst of that boundless wilderness of forest.16

Others are to know something of the same experience, notably D. H. Lawrence
as we shall see. But in Landor commonsense and no doubt the morning sunshine
soon take the upper hand and he dismisses such intuitions:

Time soon takes the edge off novelty (he declares) and long ago I have
learned to feel perfectly at ease and cheerful, whilst lying in the midst of
much deeper solitude, with no companions but my horse grazing near me, and
the fire at my feet.

Reducing all threats to the known and the explicable, he briskly concludes:

There is no country in the world so safe for the traveller as Western Aus-
tralia.l?

However, such was not his mood as his ship sailed along the darkening coast
towards Fremantle. The “solemn thoughts” filling him and his companions were
natural enough in their circumstances. After some four months at sea and about
to enter into a new life in a little known land, Landor’s awed response would
doubtless be common to all.

Landfall, in anyone’s life, is a pivotal experience, marking, as it so obviously
does, transition to a new phase of life. Landfall in Western Australia to the
colonists meant not only relief after the long journey round the Cape of Good
Hope but introduction to such unfamiliar conditions and surroundings that not
surprisingly it figures in many journals and works of imagination.

The following passages illustrate the importance of the event to the persone
involved and the individuality of its presentation. Two of them are works of
fiction, the third an autobiography written by a novelist nearly fifty years after
the occasion; it may justifiably be compared with the ostensibly fictional narratives
although clearly the line of demarcation between autobiography and fiction is
never very rigid.

In what has been called the first West Australian novel, Moondyne, a convict
ship, its decks crowded with prisoners, slowly approaches Fremantle:

The shore of West Australia is quite low, and the first sign of land are tall
mahogany trees in the bush. The ship passed this first sight-line early in the
night; and next morning, when the convicts were allowed on deck, they saw,
only a few miles distant, the white sand and dark woods of their land of
bondage and promise.

The sea was as smooth as a lake, and the light air impelled the ship slowly.
At noon they passed within a stone’s throw of the island of Rottenest, and
every eye witnessed the strange sight of gangs of naked black men working
like beavers in the sand, the island being used as a place of punishment for
refractory natives.

An hour later, the ship had approached within a mile of the pier at Fre-
mantle. The surrounding sea and land were very strange and beautiful. The
green shoal-water, the soft air, with a yellowish warmth, the pure white sand
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of the beach, and the dark green of the unbroken forest beyond, made a scene
almost like fairyland.

But there was a stern reminder of reality in the little town of Fremantle
that lay between the forest and the sea. It was built of wooden houses, run-
ning down a gentle hill; and in the centre of the houses, spread out like a
gigantic star-fish, was a vast stone prison.!8

That this is well observed, carrying conviction in its detail of landscape and human
habitation, is natural. For its author, John Boyle O’Reilly, a member of the Irish
Republican Brotherhood, had made the same landfall in October 1867, as a trans-
ported convict who was to work some two years at Her Majesty’s pleasure until
he escaped in an American whaler to settle in Boston, U.S.A., and write his
colourful romance about Western Australia’s only bushranger, Moondyne Joe.'®

O’Reilly’s experience had served him well: the low shoreline backed by the
bush, the green shoalwater, the smooth sea and light air of morning before the
wind rises, the pure white sand and the unbroken forest: these are elements of
every newcomer’s arrival. But these are convicts, not free settlers, so their’s is a
“land of bondage and promise™; they are aware of the island they pass as “a place
of punishment for refractory natives”; and any illusion they might have of enter-
ing into “fairyland”, like Moore’s “gentlemen’s parks”, is dissipated by the sight
of the little town of Fremantle dominated by the prison. Indeed, that is their only
focus of attenton; the “wooden houses”, the “gentle hill”, are passing allusions
but there in their centre (and both simile and syntax reinforce its primacy),
“spread out like a gigantic star-fish, was a vast stone prison”. That is what they
all, heterogeneous lot as they are, see in a common absorption: “what every eye
witnessed.”

This general vision of the new land points up the contrasted impression given
by D. H. Lawrence when his “Boy in the Bush”, Jack, arrives in his turn at Fre-
mantle in 1882, forty years before Lawrence and Mollie Skinner wrote his story:

Not far off among the sand near the harbour mouth lay the township, a place
of strong, ugly, oblong houses of white stone with unshuttered bottle-glass
windows and a low white-washed wall going round, like a sort of compound;
then there was a huge stone prison with a high white-washed wall. Nearer
the harbour, a few new tall warehouse buildings, and sheds, long sheds, and a
little wooden railway station. Further out again, windmills for milling flour,
the mill-sails turning in the transparent breeze from the sea. Right in the
middle of the township was a stolid new Victorian Church wth a turret: and
this was the one thing he knew he disliked in the view.

On the wharf everything was busy. The old wool steamer lay important in
dock, people were crowding on deck and crowding the wharf in a very in-
formal manner, porters were running with baggage, a chain was clanking, and
little groups of emigrants stood forlorn, looking for their wooden chests,
swinging their odd bundles done up in coloured kerchiefs. The uttermost ends
of the earth! All so lost and yet so familiar. So familiar, and so lost. The
people like provincial people at home. The railway running through the sand
hills. And the feeling of remote unreality.

This was his mother’s country.2®

Here is the same attention to detail; the same recreation of setting, the hurly burly
and confusion that O’Reilly remarks. But this is a personal response to the im-
mediate experience. It is one boy’s arrival; the houses he judges to be “ugly” as
well as “strong and oblong”, the “stolid new Victorian church” he dislikes; the
“old wool steamer” looks “important” in dock, the curious amalgam of the fam-
iliar in the shabby, bewildered folk lost in the “ends of the earth”, of the familiar
railway running through strange sandhills. And the whole scene, for all its exotic-
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ism, is no “fairyland”, as O’Reilly thought the coast, but a noisy, active, Victorian
township bathed in the light of his mother’s oft repeated tales. To Jack, a free
settler, the prison is but one building among many. To O’Reilly’s convicts, mov-
ing into “their land of bondage and promise”, the “vast stone prison” is “a gigan-
tic star-fish”, a monster from the deep.

Jack, at not quite eighteen, is an acute observer, with a fine eye for detail.
Description indeed reproduces the movement of the eye, running over the township
casually, including the “huge stone prison”, moving in to new buildings and the
station by the harbour, out again to the windmills “turning in the transparent
breeze”, and settling, with distaste as the convicts did with dread, on what domin-
ates his personal vision of the town, “the stolid new Victorian Church with a
turret.” His story will show that the grounds of his dislike are not merely aes-
thetic.

The final account of arrival at Fremantle is the return this time of a native-
born Australian. In 1900 Mollie Skinner, after twelve years in England, recovers
her country with joy. It was written in the mid 1940s when Miss Skinner was in
her seventies. It is thus the account of a youthful experience recollected in an
age where pleasure transforms details less precise and far less personal than Jack’s
in a similar situation:

We tied up at Fremantle and there lay my fairyland in reality again. The
new harbour had been completed two years before and the Establishment, as
the prison was then called, still gloomed like a great stone fortress near the
seafront. White-washed cottages, moss-grown and homely, side by side with
more pretentious houses, lined the streets. Along the tree-dotted south shore
were mercantile houses. business offices and a club and over the bar across
the mouth of the Swan River the old wooden bridge, the sky and the sea like
an iridescent bubble, and away inland the quiet grey-green of the bush. Fre-
mantle,zsun-drenched on its bed of silver sand, reminded me of ... Lewis
Carroll.2!

This experience of Fremantle evokes mood more than it recalls details of the
situation. What comes through the general description (“mercantile houses” in-
stead of Lawrence’s “warehouse buildings, and sheds, long sheds”; “white-washed
cottages” and “more pretentious houses” instead of “strong, ugly, oblong houses

. with unshuttered bottle-glass windows) is greater familiarity with the place
and its history (the “new harbour”, “the Establishment”, “a club”), none of
which would be known to Jack — or to Lawrence; but above all the recreation of

joy:

And the air ... the air was indescribably pure and sparkling with colour as
if reflecting hidden jewels. It was air that healed sick lungs, brought joy to
saddened hearts, lifted care from burdened minds.

which justifies the “fairyland in reality.”22

‘Such comparison may have some bearing on the process of collaboration which
produced The Boy in the Bush in 1924, in many ways Lawrence’s more impressive
novel about Australia than Kangaroo of which he was the sole author.2?> From his
letters to her we know that he transformed her novel, The House of Ellis, which
he thought unpublishable, into the one we have, entitling it The Boy from the
Bush?%; that he demanded a “free hand” to “re-cast it, and make a book of it25;
that he entirely re-wrote it, “following (her) MS almost exactly, but giving a
unity, a rhythm, and a little more psychic development than (she) had done”Z26;
that he dramatically modified the character of Jack (suggested, as she records, by
her own brother.)2? As Lawrence wrote to her:
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Your hero Jack is not quite so absolutely blameless an angel, according to
me. You left the character psychologically at a standstill all the way: same
boy at the beginning and the end. I have tried, taking your inner cue, to make
a rather daring development, psychologically. You may disapprove.®

She did. Lawrence had drastically modified the end, “twisted its tail, even adding
a new character”, Miss Skinner reports; but she was far from pleased:

I was dismayed, however, that he had altered the construction and pulled 1t
out of focus towards the end. Jack, the hero I had drawn, would never have
ridden a snorting stallion amongst the old shellbacks, intent on seducing their
daughters.2?

But Lawrence’s Jack would and did and her appeal for restoration of the simpler
hero was, fortunately, made too late in the process of publication. When, 1n our
last view of Jack, he rides alone into the “silent grey bush, in which he had once
been lost”’3%, the incident fulfills a principle of construction that demonstrates one
of Lawrence’s most important imaginative uses of the Australian bush.

For Lawrence’s response to the Australian bush was, as every critic has observ-
ed, exceptionally sensitive. When he first encountered it in the hills above Perth
it is as if he walked naked in it. In his eyes it recalled no “gentlemen’s parks™, no
“English grounds”, certainly no “fairyland.” His first impressions, as he expressed
them to a friend in 1922, were a complex apprehension of place, its people, and
its spirit felt on the pulse:

It’s queer here: wonderful sky and sun and air — new and clean and un-
touched — and endless hoary “bush” with no people — all feels strange and

empty and unready. 1 suppose it will have its day, this place. But its day
won’t be our day. One feels like the errant dead, or the as-yet-unborn; a
queer feeling. It is not. And the people are not. And there is a queer pre-
primeval ghost over everything.3!

The failure of the present white inhabitants to relate to each other and to their
land, that land’s primacy and its total independence of human beings: these themes
run through Kangaroo and The Boy in the Bush in different degrees of importance.
The 1madequacies of human relationships dominates the first book where the
nature of the land itself and its place 1n human experience shape the second; as
such, i1t 1s our chief concern here.

That experience is one of a single consciousness, The Boy in the Bush 1s one
man’s experience to a quite remarkable degree. Despite Jack’s affection for the
Ellis family to whom he 1s attached in many ways, as friend, lover, husband, the
story 1s his alone. Indeed, at the heart of his final attitude is total rejection of
soclety and recognition of his own essential solitude.? Mollie Skinner’s proposed
title, The House of Ellis, could never have been applied to this record of an un-
deviatingly single consciousness as it registers and interprets its physical situations
and moves from boyhood to manhood on its journey towards self-knowledge.

The spiritual journey is made in Australia. Indeed, so imaginatively has Law-
rence used the environment that physical details, vivid and fresh as they are, are
always brought to bear on the psychic development which informs this story of
farming, fighting, loving and dying. This hero’s journey could only be made 1n
Australia. The qualities Lawrence noted in Darlington, “new and clean and un-
touched”, “strange and empty”’, i1ts day yet to come, are elements of Jack’s intro-
duction to his new home. On his first coach ride in the bush, accompanied by
magpies and wallaby, he realizes the strangeness of his surroundings and, at the
same time, their potentiality:
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Your hero Jack is not quite so absolutely blameless an angel, according to
me. You left the character psychologically at a standstill all the way: same
boy at the beginning and the end. I have tried, taking your inner cue, to make
a rather daring development, psychologically. You may disapprove.28

She did. Lawrence had drastically modified the end, “twisted its tail, even adding
a new character”, Miss Skinner reports; but she was far from pleased:

I was dismayed, however, that he had altered the construction and pulled it
out of focus towards the end. Jack, the hero I had drawn, would never have
ridden a snorting stallion amongst the old shellbacks, intent on seducing their
daughters.2?

But Lawrence’s Jack would and did and her appeal for restoration of the simpler
hero was, fortunately, made too late in the process of publication. When, in our
last view of Jack, he rides alone into the ‘“silent grey bush, in which he had once
been lost™3?, the incident fulfills a principle of construction that demonstrates one
of Lawrence’s most important imaginative uses of the Australian bush.

For Lawrence’s response to the Australian bush was, as every critic has observ-
ed, exceptionally sensitive. When he first encountered it in the hills above Perth
it is as if he walked naked in it. In his eyes it recalled no “gentlemen’s parks”, no
“English grounds”, certainly no “fairyland.” His first impressions, as he expressed
them to a friend in 1922, were a complex apprehension of place, its people, and
its spirit felt on the pulse:

It’s queer here: wonderful sky and sun and air — new and clean and un-
touched — and endless hoary “bush” with no people — all feels strange and
empty and unready. 1 suppose it will have its day, this place. But its day
won’t be our day. One feels like the errant dead, or the as-yet-unborn; a
queer feeling. It is not. And the people are not. And there is a queer pre-
primeval ghost over everything.3!

The failure of the present white inhabitants to relate to each other and to their
land, that land’s primacy and its total independence of human beings: these themes
run through Kangaroo and The Boy in the Bush in different degrees of importance.
The inadequacies of human relationships dominates the first book where the
nature of the land itself and its place in human experience shape the second; as
such, it is our chief concern here.

That experience is one of a single consciousness; The Boy in the Bush is one
man’s experience to a quite remarkable degree. Despite Jack’s affection for the
Ellis family to whom he is attached in many ways, as friend, lover, husband, the
story is his alone. Indeed, at the heart of his final attitude is total rejection of
society and recognition of his own essential solitude.32 Mollie Skinner’s proposed
title, The House of Ellis, could never have been applied to this record of an un-
deviatingly single consciousness as it registers and interprets its physical situations
and moves from boyhood to manhood on its journey towards self-knowledge.

The spiritual journey is made in Australia. Indeed, so imaginatively has Law-
rence used the environment that physical details, vivid and fresh as they are, are
always brought to bear on the psychic development which informs this story of
farming, fighting, loving and dying. This hero’s journey could only be made in
Australia. The qualities Lawrence noted in Darlington, “new and clean and un-
touched”, “‘strange and empty”, its day yet to come, are elements of Jack’s intro-
duction to his new home. On his first coach ride in the bush, accompanied by
magpies and wallaby, he realizes the strangeness of his surroundings and, at the
same time, their potentiality:
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It was a new country, after all. It was different. A small exultance grew in-
side the youth. After all, he had got away ... Where you could do as you
liked, without being stifled by people. He still had a secret intention of doing
as he liked, though what it was ... he did not know. Nothing very definite.
And yet something stirred in his bowels as he saw the endless bush, and the
noisy green parrots and the queer tame kangaroos: and no man. (p. 38).

In this confused glimpse of freedom promised by the very strangeness of crea-
ture and country, Jack responds at the level of simple instinct; by the time he
goes camping with Tom in the timber country of the South West in spring, “the
short, swift, fierce, flower-strange spring of Western Australia, in the month of
August” (p.94), he consciously appreciates the gulf that lies between the old life
and the new. The past is identified with his father, the future with the present:

The weird silent timelessness of the bush impressed him as nothing else ever
did, in its motionless aloofness. “What would my father mean, out here?” he
said to himself. And it seemed as if his father and his father’s world and his
father’s gods withered and went to dust at the thought of this bush ... he
felt as if the old world had given him up from the womb, and put him into
a new weird grey-blue paradise, where man has to begin all over again. That
was tsu's feeling: that the human way of life was all to be begun over again.
(p-95)

Jack’s experience imaginatively embodies his author’s in several ways. Lawrence’s
initial encounter with the bush sensed the antiquity of the land and its “queer
primeval ghost”, Jack feels its “weird silent timelessness”; Lawrence noted the in-
substantiality of human habitation in its failure in self-establishment (“this place
... It is not. And the people are not”) where Jack at this moment recognizes the
“motionless aloofness” of the bush and elsewhere glimpses the power of the “abor-
iginal bush” and the ephemerality of human lives in country towns; as night falls
on Sundays, churchgoers, pub-drinkers, home-riding farmers, all seem make-believe
to him:

It was like children’s games, real and not real, actual and yet unsubstantial,
and the people seemed to feel as children feel, very earnest, very sure that
they were very real, but having to struggle all the time to keep up the convic-
tion. If they didn’t ... the dark strange Australian night might clear them
and their little town all away into some final cupboard, and leave the abor-
iginal bush again. (p. 189)

The bush may survive its settlements; settlements and settlers seen as children’s
toys: the metaphor judges the relative strength of the land and its people. But
Jack’s impression of the bush shares with Lawrence’s the image of birth. Lawrence
felt like the “as-yet-unborn” in a world with its future to be made; Jack emerges
from the womb of the old world into another world to be recreated. And how
Jack behaves in this “new weird grey-blue paradise”, how he transgresses against
the transplanted human moral code, how he finally takes his solitary way to found
a dynasty in the North, lends Miltonic if not archetypal overtones to his individual
story.

So powerfully does Lawrence integrate the bush with human experience, his
own and his protagonist’s, that it is never seen as simple setting. When Jack on
his arrival climbs the Darling Range he sees

the wonderful clean new country spread out below him, so big, so soft, so
ancient in its virginity ... And in his heart he was determining to get what
he wanted. Even though he did not know what it was he wanted ... To get
it out of this ancient country’s virginity. (p 40)
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The country may seem, to the eighteen-year-old boy, simply a means to an un-
known end but the imagery, “so big, so soft”, so virgin, makes its own suggestions
as to the fulfilment. Jack will make the land his when he makes his life his own,
in the physical and psychological freedom he finally achieves as his own master.
In his mother’s advice, which puzzles the youth but becomes clear to the man,
he needs to:

Earn a good opinion of yourself and never mind the world’s opinion. You
know when there’s the right glow inside you. That’s the spirit of God inside
you. (p.17)

It is, of course, no accident that Jack’s mother is Australian born. At the level
of plot the connection with Western Australia justifies Jack’s banishment to Aus-
tralia rather than any other colonial settlement available to an Englishman in the
1880s. It introduced him to family and friends within the Swan River settlement
and its expansion. But Jack’s mother transcends plot. She who never enters
directly into the narrative proper endows her only child with both a formulated
quest in life and a fundamental attitude to life in which to undertake it, although
Jack himself never acknowledges it. Indeed, his childhood, so often abandoned
by his military service parents, would leave him unaware of hereditary traits of
character. The importance of Jack’s mother may well be suspected by the long
and admirable description in the novel’s opening pages; it deserves full quotation
here:

(Jack) liked the warm, flushed, rather muddled delight of his mother. She was
a handsome, ripe Australian woman with warm colouring and soft flesh,
absolutely kindly in a humorous, off-hand fashion, warm with a jolly sensu-
ousness, and good in a wicked sort of way. She sat in the sun and laughed
and refused to quarrel, refused also to weep. When she had to leave her little
boy a spasm would contract her face and make her look ugly, so the child
was glad if she went quickly. But she was in love with her husband, who was
still more in love with her, so off she went laughing sensuously across seven
seas, quarrelling with nobody, pitching her camp in true colonial fashion
wherever she found herself, yet always with a touch of sensuous luxury,
Persian rugs and silk cushions and dresses of rich material. She was the des-
pair of the true English wives, for you couldn’t disapprove of her, she was the
dearest thing imaginable, and yet she introduced a pleasant, semi-luxurious
sense of — of what? Why, almost of sin. Not positive sin. She was really
the dearest thing imaginable. But the feeling that there was no fence be-
tween sin and virtue. As if sin were, so to speak, the unreclaimed bush, and
goodness were only the claims that the settlers had managed to fence in. And
there was so much more bush than settlement. And the one was as good as
the other, save that they served different ends. And that you always had the
wild and endless bush all round your little claim. And coming and going was
always through the wild and innocent, but non-moral bush. Which non-moral
bush had a devil in it. Oh, yes! But a wild and comprehensible devil, like the
bush-rangers who did brutal and lawless things. Whereas the tame devil of
the settlements, drunkenness and greediness and foolish pride, he was more
scaring.

“My dear, there’s tame innocence and wild innocence, and tame devils and
wild devils, and tame morality and wild morality. Let’s camp in the bush
and be good.”

That was her attitude, always. “Let’s camp in the bush and be good.” She
was an Australian from a wild Australian homestead. And she was like a
wild sweet animal. (p. 5-6)

The physical woman is certainly present: warm, “flushed”, “handsome”, “ripe”
(with all that that epithet suggests of appearance, texture, even moral maturity);
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with her characteristic attitude to living “humorous”, “offhand”, good-tempered
and well-balanced; subject to distress in leaving her child but “in love with her hus-
band” and so accepting the lesser inevitable separation. But Lawrence’s chief
interest here lies in the fundamental nature of the woman, “a wild sweet animal”,
lacking any sense of sin inculcated by civilized humanity, represented here by the
“true English wives” who do not know what to make of her and also her military
husband “to whom it mattered very much what you did.”

The dominant attitude in this woman is very effectively expressed in the extend-
ed image of Australian bush and pioneering settlement to contemplate the rela-
tionship between human nature and social morality33: “as if sin were ... the
unreclaimed bush, and goodness only the claims that the settlers had managed to
fence in.” But this woman questions the current concepts of sin and morality;
as her acquaintances are uneasily aware, she ignores fences and feels most at home
in the “wild and innocent, but non-moral bush”. It might hold its own wild devil
but a “‘comprehensible” one, far less frightening than the “tame devil of the settle-
ments, drunkenness and greediness and foolish pride.” In theological terms,
fundamental human nature may be subject to Anger (though this woman quar-
relled with no one) but should never be subject to the other deadly sins of Glut-
tony, Avarice, and Pride. The attitude summarised in her request: “Let’s camp in
the bush and be good”, gradually defines and confirms itself in her son until he
becomes fully conscious of his own needs, his own path to salvation. As he travels
in the North with Tom, moving

further and further, geographically, mentally, and emotionally, from Wandoo
and all permanent associations, Jack was glad. He loved the earth, the wild
country, the bush, the scent. He wanted to go on for ever. Beyond the settle-
ments — beyond the ploughed land — beyond all fences. That was it —
beyond all fences ... where a man was alone with himself and the untouched
earth. (p.239)

Without acknowledgement or perhaps realization of his mother’s influence, Jack
is clearly her son.

Jack’s mother, warm and sensuous, joyful and loving, totally careless of social
convention, may well be thought an idealized character; she is surely what every
woman might like to be or, better, what every man might like her to be. The
character is built up not only by the fullness and concreteness of detail; not only
by the imaginative use of the bush and settlement to establish a philosophical atti-
tude; but also by the shifting angle of presentation. We learn to know this woman
through her son’s appreciation of her “warm, flushed, rather muddled delight”, and
again through the eyes of the “true English wives” whose despair she is yet they
cannot condemn her; their judgement of her is reported in their own words (“you
couldn’t disapprove of her, she was the dearest thing imaginable”) however dis-
turbing her impact on them may be. And finally we see her through her conven-
tional husband’s eyes whose antithetical standards of behaviour are subordinated
to his devotion. Indeed, as Lawrence suggests, her very carelessness of convention
may represent one aspect of his own orthodox character and conduct:

Perhaps her easy indifference to English rail-fences satisfied in him the icono-
clast that lies at the bottom of all men. (p. 6)

The generalization authorizes us to see Jack’s mother as the embodiment of a
basic human drive, if we wish to do so; but in Lawrence’s imaginative world she
is the product of a particular place, “the newest, wildest, remotest colony” (p. 7)
and her origin, ambience and attitudes lie in the bush.
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To pass from Lawrence’s identification of the bush and its “great, unfenced
spaces” (pp. 6-7) with fundamental human nature uncorrupted by the conformist
demands of the community of men to his vision of the dread god it holds is a
natural step. Where Jack’s mother embodied the spontaneous, warm attitude to
life of instinctive innocence and affirmation, as boundless as the bush itself, Jack
moves towards more precise focus on the meaning of life the bush holds for him.
He sees it as the very origin of the universal power that governs human nature
and the natural world alike. This manifestation of the dark god Lawrence so
often sought is defined here as the secret life-source that he encounters in the
depths of the Australian bush:

... In the wild bush, God seemed another God ... vaster, more calm and
more deeply, sensually potent ... A dread God. But a great God, greater
than any known. The sense of greatness, vastness, and newness in the air.
And the strange, dusky, grey eucalyptus-smelling sense of depth, strange depth
in the air, as of a great deep well of potency, which life had not yet tapped.
Something which lay in a man’s blood as well — and in a woman’s blood —
... in the Australian blood. (pp. 239-240)

The bush therefore, in a moment of illumination, can be apprehended as the
origin of life, as the dread God informing nature, the relationship between man
and woman, and human consciousness.?*

It may also be understood, and this is Lawrence’s allegorical use of the bush as
a structural principle of Jack’s story, as representing Life itself, the life to be
led by each individual human being. After a night of watching by the danger-
ously ill Herbert, the young Jack suddenly appreciates the inevitable death that
awaits him and the unknown way that will lead him to it. He desperately asks
himself, “Oh, God, what sort of a life have 1 got between me and when I die?”
(p.-83) And in his own personal “selva oscura” he finds himself in a predica-
ment reminiscent of Dante:

He was afraid of the thicket of life, in which he found himself like a solitary,
strange animal. He would have to find his way through: all the way to death
... He only knew . .. that he was in a strange bush, and by himself. And that
he must find his way through. (p. 83)

That the Dantesque echo is intentional is confirmed by an allusion to Don
Rodrigo of Inferno (p.357) in Jack’s final silent monologue after Mary has
refused to become his concubine. Realization of the destructiveness of others,
even those who love him, once their distrust is aroused by non-conformity, is
accompanied by recognition of his essential freedom and self-affirmation:

They would all like to kill the non-conforming me.
Which is me myself (he thinks). (p. 356)

Such recognition fulfills his mother’s advice of so long ago and offers him total
independence of the human race:

I can ride out of Perth (he says to himself) without leaving a vestige of
myself behind, for them to work mischief on. (p.356)

With the shift in perspective given by such a point of view he can not only gladly
ride out of Perth alone, as he ultimately does, but he can fearlessly enter the
“silent grey bush, in which he had once been lost”. His journey inland and alone
is the one he must take willingly; as he metaphorically enters a new phase of his
life, Jack has, in fact, at last found his own way through the thicket of life “all
the way to death” (p. 83)
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one which her creator might well have denied
her. These quibbles do not detract from Ire-
land’s achievement in A Woman of the Future.
Although it lacks the wit and the inventive,
colourful use of language that informs Ireland’s
satiric vision in his earlier novels, it has both
the complexity of structure of The Unknown
Industrial Prisoner and the coherence allowed
by a unifying narrative vision of The Glass
Canoe. Informed as it is by a new, optimistic
aspiration, A Woman of the Future may also
point to the future direction of David Ireland’s
fiction.

DELYS BIRD

Randolph Stow, Visitants (Secker and Warburg,
London, 1979), 189 pp.

Concurrently with Randolph Stow’s new novel
Visitants 1 have been reading Patrick White’s
new novel The Twyborn Affair.

It has been an interesting exercise since in
my opinion these two writers share the pinnacle
of excellence among our novelists. These two
books show in vastly different ways exactly
why.

White’s book is like a conducted tour — bril-
liant, fascinating, irritating — through a decay-
ing mansion in some mossy room of which,
you are led to believe, countesses and hunch-
backs will be found fornicating in disused
refrigerators.

Stow’s is a trip in an open boat among sun-
lit archipelagos dark in the shadows of purple
peaks and mysterious beneath the pelt of
jungles, and menacing in the pursuit of ancient,
implacable feuds and sorcery.

White’s characters are all, after his usual
fashion, larger, smaller, meaner, dirtier, more
resilient and more ockerish than any you might
ever have met — a sort of extenuation of his
longrunning jeremiad against the crassness and
stupidity of people of all races and sexes.

Stow’s are people minutely observed in some-
times unusual circumstances, beautifully real-
ised with an understanding deep as a well and
a compassion never weak or accommodating.

You follow White, sometimes in exaspera-
tion, just to find out what might lurk around
the next corner of his phantasmagoria of
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double-indemnity sex: to one of a number of
possible conclusions any of which might have
proved just as satisfactory.

You follow Stow through jungle and lagoon
and village, and the lives of the people he has
placed in and around them, to an inevitable
end which has hovered over the whole beauti-
ful book like the knowing sideways glance of
a fortune-teller on the trail of tragedy.

While I was reading The Twyborn Affair 1
was overpowered by White’s brilliance — as,
while reading, one is affected perhaps more
temporarily by Hal Porter’s.

I put Visitants down with the sort of deep
fulfilment Stow’s books generate — fulfilment
which it not dispelled by subsequent readings,
nor indeed, by the passage of years.

For those, myself among them, who are
lured into a book by the opening lines,
Visitants is an inescapable buy.

And he screamed: The house is bleeding,
there is nobody inside, he said. But I said.
No, des’, it could not be like that. A house
is strong, I said, and it has its own time.
You will see, I said.

There is, also, the matter of Stow’s prologue
which blows a whiff of strangeness through the
window by relating how at Boianai in Papua,
on June 26, 1959, an Anglican missionary
called the Rev. William Booth Gill and thirty-
seven other people — Papuans — experienced
two days of close (although not “third kind”)
contact with what seems fairly clearly to have
been an extraterrestial visitant of some sort.

So what are we in for, in this book? Ram-
pant jungle voodoo and science fiction? Heaven
forfend. A look at the historic kiap/boy life-
style now banished from the Islands almost as
completely and certainly as swiftly as the dodo
was banished from Mauritius?

Yes, indeed — and coming as it does from
the hand of an on-site observer of Stow’s
calibre, a very engrossing look it is, too. An
examination of the way in which a callow
youth will sometimes enter at one side of what
is called the cauldron of experience and emerge
at the other as something of a man? Certainly
— and once again because Stow was (one
believes) both the young man and his elder
mentor — and perhaps one or two of the on-
lookers — impeccably on target.
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Visitants is in fact all of these components
with something added — the something being,
of course, Stow’s capacity to endow everything
he writes with such a deep sense of the poign-
ancy of being human, and hopeful, and stupid,
and good, and fallible. So...

The novel is set in 1959 on the island of
Kailuana, in Papua. Alistair Cawdor, an Assist-
ant District Officer, arrives at the island with
his Cadet Patrol Officer Tim Dalwood, and
puts up at the plantation homestead of the
legendary Islands character MacDonnell of
Kailuana. They become involved in a transient
love affair (Dalwood, with the native girl
Saliba); and in the politics of succession be-
tween the old chieftain Dipapa and his logical
successor, the stalwart Benoni. They experience
a cargo-cult uprising and the attendant loss of
life and destruction of villages. They investi-
gate the disappearance of three men putatively
whisked off from a neighbouring island by a
star-ship, and are drawn into the edges of old
island superstition about, and modern, seem-
ingly actual records of, visits by star-people.
And at the finish, despite the fact that Cawdor
has taken his own life, and old Dipapa is dead,
and Benoni has succeeded, and Dalwood has
achieved authority, nothing really has been re-
solved. Visitants ends, as any good novel
should, in my opinion, by inviting the reader
— compelling him, almost — to conjecture just
where they all will go from here.

Stow illuminates this sequence of events in
a very simple and satisfactory way through
eye-witness accounts by five of the participants.

There is MacDonnell, the planter, who puts
himself on the line very early on in the piece:
“Not what I really expected, in a life devoted
to escaping from everything, to be left at the
end of it the guardian and ward of an old
woman with ... a back like a spear hardened
in the fire.” There is the old woman, Naibusi,
MacDonnell’s housekeeper and one-time lover,
a character of quiet and wisdom and beauty.
There is Benoni, the young chieftain elect,
tellingly portrayed in a double-exposure as dig-
nified and assured among his own people but
only a “boy” among the Dimdim (white)
people. There is Saliba, the native girl, no
Tondeleo beauty but bouncy and fresh as an
island breeze, who with the other girls likes to
sit under the white men’s houses and peer up,
through the chinks between the floorboards, at
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what goes on in them — particularly in the
showers. There is Osana, the government inter-
preter, arrogant among his own people, treach-
erous and dumb-insolent with the whites. And
there is Dalwood the young cadet, whose pro-
gress through the crucible is one of the main
threads of the narrative. “I’'m not happy about
the change in Dalwood,” says MacDonnell, at
the end. “Our puppyish man-mountain is turn-
ing into something else. I preferred him before.”

Through this five-pronged device Stow keeps
the action of the story marching purposefully,
not so much as exposition by the author but
as first-hand explanation by the various char-
acters, and it is particularly telling when, in
some cases, it provides juxtaposed views of the
same incident from either side of the black-
white fence.

The whole novel is lit by the excellences
usual to Stow’s work. The sudden irruption of
the kind of mudlark humour which prompts
Midnite, in the book of that name, to record
in Mrs. Chiffle’s Visitors’ Book that “the under-
neath of Mrs. Chiffle’s bed is remarkably free
from dust and fluffy stuff”. The ability to com-
press into the smallest space the essence of a
moment of tragedy, as when the village boy
Tevea is killed during the cargo uprising and
Saliba, finding him lying in the grass, recalls
that it was he who broke into the cookhouse
one night while she was washing the dishes,
and put out the light “and then for a while we
were laughing and struggling in the darkness”.
The quick, lasting physical description in a
handful of words — as when Dalwood says of
Naibusi that her face is like “a thoughtful
prune”, or when Osana says of Dalwood: “He
is clean like a hospital. He looks as if they
painted him, like the boat.” The equally swift,
sharp evocation of landscape — “white reef
herons standing like the wreck of a fence” or
what anybody who has lived in the Islands re-
members so keenly, “the applegreen, peacock
green sky pouring down pink and golden light”.
The marvellous sense of place which in novels
such as The Haunted Land and The Merry-go-
round in the Sea painted the Geraldton hinter-
land so lastingly into the picture of Western
Australia is just as tellingly at work in Visitants
in the all-pervading sense of sea and cloud and
sun, coral reef and jungle: the wonder evoked
by the circle of great, ancient stones “called
Ukula’osi” which might be an old temple, an
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early aid to the teaching of inter-island navi-
gation, a lodestone for visiting star-people.
Few sequences of writing have ever evoked evil
so suddenly and so chillingly for me as Stow’s
picture of the mission church still as scrupu-
lously maintained and painted as when the last
Onward Christian Soldiers had rung out across
its little sunlit clearing of clipped jungle grass,
yet now transformed as the ju-ju house of the
cargo-cult.

“the earth floor was bare, but at the end
where an altar might have been in God-
times, a huge black plane carved from ebony
hangs upright: and hanging by his neck on
the plane, hands nailed to the wings, the
new Christ of this post-war kanaka world,
an ebony pilot glaring at Dalwood from
cowrie-shell eyes — the underside of the
shell, like puckered white lids with no eye-
balls behind them.”

Whatever Stow might offer, it is always his
way with people that clinches one’s allegiance
utterly without sentimentality yet with
moments of heart-stopping tenderness and
understanding: as when in Visitants the old
black woman tells the old white man that
when they were young—when they were lovers
— his skin was “like a new born pig’s”.

So, when at the end Cawdor takes his own
life, it is hardly a moment for tears. Just as
when Keithy walks into the holocaust at the
end of The Bystander, or when Rob relinquish-
es his ideal of love and loyalty at the end of
Merry-go-Round, or when in the last few lines
of To The Islands old Heriot faces death in
his cave above the sea, one feels this is what
the stars conspired toward. It is in no way a
tragedy, but in a sense a consummation devout-
ly to be wished for — and, like all Stow’s
writing, utterly devoid of mawkishness.

For twenty years or more, I have been
studying in the house of a friend a painting by
the Australian artist Ray Crooke. It is of a
Papuan man in a white shirt and dark laplap
standing before a mirror in a shadowy room
fixing a blood-red hibiscus blossom in his
looming cloud of hair. The point-of-view of
the onlooker is from somewhere behind the
mirror so that one looks past the figure, its
face hardly realised in the deep brown shad-
ows. Across the room a door opens onto a
brilliant patch of flower-starred jungle beyond
which a dark and secret mangrove-crocodile of
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a headland juts out into a glittering white sea.

A thousand times I have asked myself: why
that faceless man, that shadowy room, that
brilliant, hostile landscape? And now I think
I know. Having read Visitants, it seems to me
that Crooke’s picture and Stow’s book deliver
exactly the same word from all of us — black,
white or brown — to all of us. I am as dis-
tant from you as the stardwellers. We may
visit, and perhaps hover, and even exchange
certain friendly signals. But in the end you will
never know about me more than I care to
reveal.

Stow’s Dalwood, who appreciated — respect-
ed, valued, loved? — Stow’s Cawdor could say
at the end only: “I couldn’t bring myself to
touch him ... I saw them hide him away,
under the red blanket ... And then: I thought,
it will be different now. See nothing by acci-
dent. Hear nothing by accident. Say nothing
by accident. Move through the villages like
royalty, like a wooden figurehead.”

In the end, there is nothing to do but what
must be done, to go our own ways: if we are
lucky, wondering.

T.A.G. HUNGERFORD

Glenda Adams, The Hottest Night of the
Century. Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1979.

Glenda Adams possesses at least one of the
credentials held in common by many of the
major authors of our century; that of being a
voluntary expatriate. Born in Sydney in 1940,
she has resided in New York since 1964, the
same year in which she began seriously to write
short fiction. Her recent collection of stories,
the first to be published in this country and
containing material of mainly 70s vintage,
shows that self-imposed exile for the literary
artist tends to result in both a certain clarity of
view about the homeland, a desire to search
out and scrape clean the abscesses swelling
under the complacent skin of the mother-
culture, and also in a determined attempt to
come to terms with artistic demands made by
the adopted culture.

The Hottest Night of the Century offers four-
teen stories arranged in such a way that certain
anatomizations of personal roots in the land of
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Oz precede, and provide a context for, the last
few stories of the collection, in which the con-
temporary drift in American short fiction to-
ward fable, and toward self-referential parables
about the possibilties (and limits) of Art and
Vision can be seen to be tugging at Ms
Adams’s own purposes. But if the collection
declares, in its beginning and end, the frame of
such cultural pressures, in its middle it an-
nounces most clearly the nature of those pur-
poses, for in such stories as The Wedding and
Summer in France cultural imperatives shrink
before Ms Adams’s determined fictional assault
on the trans-national Western dilemma of
women.

“I wanted to wear a lovely nightgown on
my wedding night. I wanted to be the love-
liest, most desirable woman my husband had
ever seen. I wanted him not to recognize me
on my wedding night. I wanted him to look
up in surprise and delight when he saw me
in my nightgown and ask: how can this
wonderful woman be the plain, dull, every-
day girl I thought I was marrying, who
stayed in my room secretly after visiting
hours and shared my bed, loving me silently
and fearing all the time we would be dis-
covered.”

So goes the opening of the story The Wed-
ding and in its economical fixing of the narra-
tor’s frantic desire to please, to conform to
masculine stereotypes of desire, to escape,
however briefly, from the burden of low self-
esteem which is the fate of the sensitive but
plain female, it focuses a recurrent theme in
the whole collection. These stories explore,
most frequently, the territory of failure, of
sexual relationships corrupted by the pressures
of advertising’s myths of the desirable (and
valuable) female person, and corrupted also,
perhaps more fundamentally, by human fears
of loss and exclusion suffered in silence as
husbands and lovers lavish attention and inter-
est on other unwittingly and even unwillingly
but (such is the force of our corrupted myths
of desire) nonetheless predatory (because
beautiful), women. This, indeed, is the fami-
liar territory, the haunted ground of the best
of Ms Adams’s stories; sometimes surveyed
with a wry, clearsighted resignation but at
other times viewed with an anger the more
potent for its suppression, and savagely devious
in the kinds of revenge it seeks. In the first
few stories of the collection, for example, those

108

set in the Australia experienced (and opposed)
in the bosom of a schoolgirl’s family, Adams
makes of her usual protagonist a figure isolated
not by ingenuousness, but by a kind of sophis-
tication which often proves chillingly destruc-
tive.

“Sometimes I tell lies, and sometimes 1
only tell stories, but never with intent to
harm. I only want to please people and
make them happy.”

So begins the child-narrator of Lies, who
shares with the child-narrator of The Hottest
Night of the Century an insight into the eva-
sions and untruths of the adult lives surround-
ing her so penetrating as to seem, to those
scrutinized, witch-like. It is the power to tell
stories, to make of Art not simply a consola-
tion but a weapon, which unites both narrators
in their struggles against parental patroniza-
tions, sibling rivalries and the injustice which
locks a sensitive mind into a plain body. On
the whole the weapon of Art, the creative
Imagination, is wedded in these stories to a
justifiable defence of the self but it can become,
as it does in The Hottest Night of the Century
the tool of a sadist. The narrator tells her
younger brother, the beautiful child of the
family, after having dared him to listen as long
as he can “a story that contained one sentence
for every grain of salt in the sea.” Since the
story is told on a beach under a biting sun
from which she is protected but he is not, the
result is a severe case of sunstroke for the bro-
ther and a permanent marring of his “good
brown skin”. The narrator’s satisfaction with
this result is not condoned by the author, but
neither, in her effort to discover the psycho-
politics of family life which generate such
cruelties, is it condemned.

In The Circle, the motivations for such
imaginative bone-pointings are moved out of
the ambit of the nuclear family and into the
realm of the adolescent girl’s encounter with
the stifling expectations of masculine desire.

The resistance offered by the narrator of this
story to the blandishments (honourable though
he imagines them to be), of Pete, one of her
companions on a group ski-ing holiday is at
first a revealingly routine withdrawal of herself
from the activities of her companions. His per-
sistence drives her to sleeping outside at night,
in a womblike ‘ice-cave’, and during the day,
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while the others yo-yo up and down the same
valley slope, taking the tow-line up and the
ski-run down, she sets out on solo excursions
around the top of the hills encircling the valley.
And then comes this piece of voodoo—

“At the top I looked back into the valley,
at the others randomly careering about their
slope. I took out the peppercorn and meas-
ured them, one by one, until I located Pete.
I measured Pete for some time. I was still
breathing heavily from the climb, and my
hand shook, so that it was difficult to hold
the peppercorn still enough.

When I had measured Pete sufficiently I
took off my skis and lay down in the snow.
I placed the peppercorn in my mouth and
cracked it in two with my teeth. I chewed
it into tiny grains and swallowed it.”

When she returns that evening to the ski-hut
she learns that Pete has had an almost fatal
accident that day, a tangling of his scarf in the
tow-line which has left him with a red and
angry welt around the throat. Adams knows
better than to insist on the magic of this. She
insists instead upon the pressures which gen-
erate and release such desperate and revengeful
fantasies. They are pressures themselves gen-
erated by the inevitable distance enforced by
our culture, at least as Adams seems to see it,
between man and woman; pressures generated
by the conspiracy of the “normal” against the
autonomy and sense of value sought by the
female self. Adams’s subtle explanations of
this heavily mined and dangerous ground are
most successful in the opening stories of the
collection; the stripped bare, economically
punchy and, in terms of narrative strategies,
fairly conventional tales.

The least successful stories, and those which
confirm a suspicion roused by the occasional
heavy-handedness, the tendency to dot i’s and
cross t’s, despite the obliquity of approach of
the first few stories (a suspicion that much here
is “prentice-work”) are the tales grouped near
the end of the collection, those which follow
the recent American lead and deal in the un-
localized and “symbolic”. Here Adams is less
(literally) at home, for though her themes re-
main the same there is a certain callowness and
preciousness about these stories. They lack the
focus found for these themes in the earlier
stories, where the sharply realized details of
“petit-bourgeois” family and school life in Aus-
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tralia support and clarify the sense of entrap-
ment, of suppressed hysteria which gives them
their impact.

The Hollow Woman, a pretentious and un-
focused piece of symbolic parable-making,
Reclamation, a lame fable of the achievement
of personal autonomy, and Reconstruction of
an Event, a precious exercise in the modishly
auto-referential macabre, all owe much to the
formal experiment of American contemporaries
such as Robert Coover, but Adams’s tales in
this mode lack both the teasing ambivalence
and forceful disruption of reader expectation
achieved by Coover.

By far the best of Adams’s overtly ‘experi-
mental’ tales is the fourth story in the collec-
tion, A Snake Down Under. Here, in a series
of vaguely connected single paragraph vignettes
dealing with schoolday proscriptions on East of
Eden, the lore of snakebite treatment as pur-
veyed in Australian schools, adolescent explor-
ations of sex, suburban reactions to the spectre
of the unmarried pregnant girl, and occasional
encounters with live snakes, Adams employs
her oblique strategies of suggestion most reson-
antly. The story concentrates its force in the
spaces between paragraphs, filled as they are
with a subtle thunder of allusion, choked with
that sense of the inevitable connection of Evil
and Sex which has for so long suffocated the
West.

I remarked at the beginning of this review
that Glenda Adams, by virtue of her choice of
voluntary exile has equipped herself with one
at least of the potent credentials of the dis-
possessed ‘modernist” writer. The creative ten-
sions generated by such a choice are evident in
this collection of stories, but exile alone is no
sufficient condition of great fiction. The Hottest
Night of the Century squeezes out, often
enough to sustain the reader’s interest and at-
tention, sparks of an original, questing talent.
But Adams is worth reading now, in my view
mainly for the hints provided of more substan-
tial work to come, when the uncontrolled emo-
tion, derivative form, and occasional callowness
which mars too many of the stories in this first
collection shall be overcome, and advances
made on the promising fronts opened up by
the best of them.

CLIFF GILLAM
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Robert Drewe, A Cry in the Jungle Bar
(Collins, Sydney, 1979), 244 pages.

A Cry in the Jungle Bar is Robert Drewe’s
second novel, and it confirms his power as a
writer able to explore the distinctive features
of the Australian experience of the world.
While a great deal of the novel’s success lies in
its vivid evocation of Asia, the principal focus
of interest is always its protagonist, U.N. buf-
falo expert Richard Cullen, his relationship
with his wife, Margaret, and his futile attempts
to harmonize with both his inimical Asian en-
vironment and the expectations of his own
nationality.

Cullen is based in Manila, where the ambi-
ence is distinctly threatening. It is also a “cul-
ture of sweethearts”, of naive, enthusiastic
adoption of all things American, especially
militarism, movie stars, and sentimental pop
tunes. Television programmes make palpable
the “vague physical threats” Cullen suspects all
about him:

“On screen the scowling, flamboyantly ges-
turing figures were blurred by the tropical
afternoon light flooding in the study win-
dow. They grunted and lunged, screamed
maniacally at each other and indulged in
mayhem involving swords, bolos, daggers,
flame-throwers, .38s, hands and feet. Regu-
larly a cleaved limb would fly through the
air. Blood fountained in high arcs. Women
keened over the twitching amputees. Mar-
garet was leaning back against cushions on
the divan with a gin and tonic watching a
Tagalog adventure-romance called Cleo-
fatra.”

Cullen’s apprehensions of injury and violent
death pervade the novel from its beginning.
Cullen, unreasonably and superstitiously afraid
of Margaret after a quarrel, hides all the house-
hold knives. “His spine especially anticipated
an evil little bone-handled knife which the girls
used to slice calamansi fruit and papayas.”
Images of blood and knives are encountered
everywhere in Cullen’s tour of U.N. duty sta-
tions. Identified by others, as well as in his own
mind, with the buffaloes he studies. Cullen re-
sponds with carefully justified pain, and sym-
pathy, to the primitive castration methods
employed on the beasts, their ritual slaughter,
by virtual decapitation, and the voracious in-
festations they suffer.
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“Grisly varieties of snail, hookworm, lung-
worm, roundworm, leech, tick, mite, mos-
quito and fly were represented. A lush
savage range of tropical bloodsuckers de-
pended on Bubalus bubalis.”

In the recently, horribly redecorated Jungle
Bar itself, images of carnivorous violence pro-
vide the backdrop for Cullen’s unhappy at-
tempts at suavity with the unbearably pretty
Gigi Fernandez, the condescending Jenny Loh,
and his friends, Hugh Galash and Z. M- Alj,
who are “velvety with alcohol and self-assur-
ance” in this setting.

Within episodes of the novel, Drewe inte-
grates black humour, a more delightful comedy,
and telling social observation of a region he
clearly knows well.

With Cullen at the Maidana Club, Galash
notes:

“Of course this country is crazy. Who
wouldn’t be after three hundred years in a
convent and forty in Hollywood.

All this while a thirty-man band of idio-
syncratic guitarists and brass players per-
formed jarring pop-music, stroke lightning
sent electric impulses through his brain and
a glossy boy in sequined cowboy gear sang
pensively, “I shot the shereef. But I did not
shot the deputee”.

A whiff of urine fanned down the corridor
to their table.”

Cullen’s neighbour, Ted Orosa, is a blend of
the sinister and the ridiculous. Absurd, egotist-
ical, a social-climber, Orosa claims local fame
through his newspaper column, his alleged
closeness to the President, and the possession
of his voracious Australian wife. Yet even he
proves to be capable of the bizarrely unexpect-
ed — even if passively so. Orosa’s column
touches a raw Presidential nerve, and he is
removed. Equally swiftly, but utterly inexplic-
ably, Cullen’s colleague, Z. M. Ali, is expelled
from the country.

Cullen has time to ponder these events, as
well as Margaret’s ultimate departure for Aus-
tralia, when going over the duty stations he
and Ali had previously visited, in order to
collect data for the latest U.N. publication on
Bubalus bubalis. Danger seems implicit in every
situation, and Cullen more vulnerable than
ever. Just as, earlier, the reader’s attention was
drawn to casual observations of the barbed
wire and broken glass reinforcing the walls of
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houses and hotels, from Manila to Dacca, so,
in the final section of the novel, we feel more
powerfully the dangerous amateurism of the
various armed groups patrolling the provinces,
the smouldering resentment of the impoverish-
ed peasant population, and the essential irra-
tionality of that compromised, still embattled
society.

The close of the novel brings to fulfilment
all Cullen’s earlier fears and presentiments of
injury. Again, his pain and his sense of moral
isolation are suffered in a setting of macabre
humour. Cullen is the victim of an enraged
nightclub tout, and of his own delicacy in fin-
ally electing not to spend the night with a local
prostitute. As Cullen tries to “explain” to the
Moro soldiers he stumbles across, the U.N.
seems to have drowned in irrelevancy.

Even more compellingly, 4 Cry in the Jungle
Bar is a study of two sensitive people, linked
painfully to one another in a relationship of
virtually permanent strain. The impact of the
Asian environment on them is such that Mar-
garet feels “a trivial novelty”, and Cullen a
buffoon and “a stateless person”.

Unlike the Bangladeshi, Ali, whose “nation-
ality seemed not to have left its stamp on him”,
Cullen cannot escape his uncomfortable Aus-
talian identity. His size, his colouring, the ir-
relevant, sporty guilelessness of his background,
are like a dinosaur tail of disadvantage to be
dragged about Asia with him. Worse, he is
unable either to resist or enjoy the relentless
sociability of the Australians he meets in the
Jungle Bar. He cannot escape the “national
scrum of mateship”, now as alien to him as the
Orosas’ terrible parties.

Despite popular estimation of him, and, for
much of the time, his own, Cullen is anything
but a stupid man. It is not even chiefly his
acute sense of being out of kilter — in Asia,
with his colleagues, with his compatriots —
which marks Cullen as a sensitive man. He is
compassionately thoughtful about the daughter
he sees as a female version of himself, pitying
her awkwardness and anticipated painful ado-
lescence. His reflections on his past and present
life with Margaret bring a yearning for “her
deeply female subjectivity”. He frequently suf-
fers visions of his own clownishness—as when,
in the nameless nightclub, he realizes that he
has been cherishing sentimental hopes of ‘“‘an
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amorous possibility” in the girl who dances
there.

The Cullens’ estrangement is sensitively ex-
plored, and given depth by the insights into
Margaret’s emotional life. Paradoxically, while
she remembers the days when “their minds ran
alongside” as something irretrievably lost, she
and Cullen are experiencing, though not shar-
ing, very similar emotions. Even Cullen’s regu-
lar bouts of disgust at his own outsized, ginger-
haired person are mirrored in Margaret’s neu-
rotic, “mucus-free” dieting and uncharacteris-
tic reliance on a faith-healer’s remedies for her
emotional ills. Both feel “misunderstood and
patronized”, and lost.

Drewe’s prose is taut and precise; and there
is an imaginative vigour, as well as the captur-
ing of strongly recognizable experiences, in his
depiction of ‘“the expressionless neutrality of
medium-term marriages” like the Cullens’. Con-
tinuing the metaphor, much later in the novel,
Cullen reflects that Margaret “was at home
with the stalemate, the Cold War, the Demili-
tarized Zone of the emotions. Further from
simple happiness, but also less far to fall.”

One futile attempt, by telephone, at a species
of reconciliation, is one of the most powerful
passages in the novel —

“She gave off emanations lacking empathy
while suggesting that all the tough times
were at her end.

‘Have a good time’, she said, preparing to
ring off. She couldn’t resist it.

‘This isn’t exactly Las Vegas.’

‘I'm sure you’ll make do.’

‘Why the sarcasm? Some long-distance
serenity would be nice, Margaret. I'm miss-
ing you and you treat me like this. What’s
up?’

There was silence. Her famous silences.
Unstated disapproval was her speciality, it
sped as quickly and effortlessly over oceans
as across a room. The deadness in her eyes,
the icy incuriosity of her repressed features
were as clear to him as if she were present.
He could have touched a finger to the pale
poker face. He took several deep breaths,
aware of his racing pulse, of the steamy,
used street air invading his room. Was the
merest hint of weeping coming over the line?
Had she shifted her position yet again?
Leaving him dangling, on marshy ground,
treading water. Had he misunderstood? . ..”

111



Robert Drewe writes sensitively and evoca-
tively, not only about the vividly remembered
moments in an individual life, but about the
peculiarly distinctive experiences and effects of
an Australian youth and upbringing. It is a
quality of perception as impressive in this novel
as in The Savage Crows. That the author
seems, in A Cry in the Jungle Bar, not only to
have extended his range, but increased in
power, since that extraordinarly powerful novel,
is the kind of news readers everywhere hope
for.

MARILYN ANTHONY

Germaine Greer, The Obstacle Race: the for-
tunes of women painters and their work
(Secker and Warburg, London, 1979).

373 pages, 32 colour plates, 161 black and
white illustrations; hardback, $27.50.

To many readers, The Obstacle Race may seem
a rather surprising work from Germaine Greer,
self-styled enfant terrible and polemicist. Cer-
tainly, there are important contrasts between
this book and her first publication, The Female
Eunuch, one of the most influential analyses
of female psychology to emerge from the sec-
ond feminist wave of the late sixties and early
seventies. The latter work dealt with female
attitudes and behaviour in the traditional areas
of personal relationships, marriage, the family,
and certain sectors of the work force. By con-
trast, The Obstacle Race is a much more spe-
cialized and academic feminist work, an histor-
ical/psychological analysis of western female
painters from the fifteenth to the twentieth
centuries. Stylistically and tonally, too, the con-
trasts are marked: the liveliness and acerbity of
The Female Eunuch give way to a much more
subdued, even on occasion flat, prose; the de-
liberately calculated vulgarity and audacity of
the earlier work is replaced by a more detached,
self-effacing stance. Some readers may regret
the loss of vigour, of what has been described
as the necessary ‘bile’ of feminist outrage;
others will see this recent academic specializa-
tion as a retreat from the more specifically
political aims of the Women’s Movement.
Others, myself included, will welcome this pub-
lication as ultimately a more serious and chal-
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lenging work than the admittedly more enter-
taining Female Eunuch. The Obstacle Race
questions conventional — that is, patriarchal —
assumptions about female psychology, social
structures, art history, and history in general;
but, to a greater extent than The Female
Eunuch, it goes beyond specific attack, in this
case to the encouragement of a sense of pride
and dignity in female artistic endeavour. In re-
evaluating art history from the standpoint of
our society’s subordinate culture, Greer helps
to recover the sense of a supporting tradition,
of models, from which women may work. In
this sense, The Obstacle Race takes up where
The Female Eunuch left off: to quote from the
latter work’s penultimate paragraph:

<

. women with a studious bent might do
well to research the historic role of women
in some attempt to delimit our concepts of
the natural and possible in the female
sphere.’

In taking on this role in The Obstacle Race,
Greer acknowledges from the outset that her
historic stance is anti-patriarchal, her aesthetic
criteria anti-élitist. She argues that the question,
‘Why were there no great women painters?’,
implies reductively masculine and philistine
value-judgements : for women, she succinctly
observes, ‘art history is a succession of insults.’
The real questions for Greer are ‘What is the
contribution of women to the visual arts?’ ‘If
there were any women painters, why were there
not more?” ‘If we can find one good painting
by a woman, where is the rest of her work?’
‘How good were the women who earned a liv-
ing painting?’ The ramifications of these ques-
tions involve Greer in a reassessment of the
complex interplay of factors which have shap-
ed our sense of the past five centuries of west-
ern painting: as art historian and feminist, she
is by turns sociologist, psychologist and aesthe-
tician. This approach reinforces one’s sense of
the synthesising power of feminist ideology,
that resistance to the traditionally ‘masculine’
tendency to classify and categorize ways of
knowing.

Greer’s feminist and anti-élitist sympathies
account for her decision to include all known
women painters from Europe and North Ame-
rica over the past five centuries. To single out
the ‘great’ names would, according to Greer’s
criteria, simply reinforce the patriarchal as-
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sumption that women artists are aberrations,
freaks of nature. Serious criticism of women
artists necessitates an examination of the tradi-
tion and continuity of their contribution. The
strength of this approach is not weakened by a
refusal to make aesthetic value-judgements :
some artists are appraised as having little more
than sociological or ideological significance.
But even the ‘failures’ are instructive, as illus-
trated in Greer’s discussions of the effects of
repressive social and sexual stereotyping. Thus,
for example, the possible consequences of the
characteristically apologetic female self-image:

‘Rosa Bonheur ... was at the height of her
fame still so uncertain of herself that, as she
herself has said, she ‘painted every grass
blade twice over’. There is no doubt that
the talent revealed in her sketches, one of
which was exhibited at the 1977 ‘Women
Painters’ exhibition, is economical, assured
and thoroughly painterly, while the finished
works tend to be laboured, the paint sur-
faces deadened by too much handling. An-
other painter who divested her work of
personality by painting out every brush-
stroke was Angelica Kauffmann. A prepara-
tory sketch exhibited at Bregenz in 1968 was
a revelation. Energetic, broad, loose and
free, it seemed almost impossible that it had
been painted by the same hand as the finish-
ed work. Women’s preference for hard, flat
surfaces and static forms and composition
may in many cases be taken for a kind of
protective posture, an artistic flinch. Until
we have done the spade-work and put to-
gether the works and their preparatory
sketches (many of which are passing as the
work of better-known painters), this must
be no more than a hypothesis.”

(Chapter VI, ‘Primitivism’, p. 131)

This is only one example of the kinds of pres-
sures which shape women’s self-image and
hence their self-expression, and Greer argues
here with characteristic balance, tact and sym-
pathy.

In the attempt to be inclusive, however, the
book suffers from a tendency to present little
more than ‘laundry lists’ of names, dates and
possible works. Such painstaking accumula-
tions of examples make somewhat uninterest-
ing reading for the non-specialist. Greer’s di-
lemma is perhaps best illustrated by Chapter X,
‘The Magnificent Exception’, the only chapter
devoted entirely to one woman, the seventeenth
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century Italian painter Artemisia Gentileschi.
It’s true that Greer is aware here of having
compromised her own critical stance and meth-
od: that awareness is registered in the chapter’s
semi-ironic title, and in the deliberate avoid-
ance of hypocritical flattery, chivalric condes-
cension. But it also remains true that this is one
of the book’s more interesting chapters, by
virtue of its comparatively detailed and sus-
tained examination of a complex figure. In
defence of the lists, however, it must be said
that the very absence or sketchiness of inform-
ation about ‘lost’” women painters indicates the
extent to which art history is the record of our
male-dominated culture; and that the lists serve
as valuable potential ground-work for future
feminist art historians.

Desire for inclusiveness does not extend to
living women painters, and again the justifica-
tion is feminist and anti-élitist. Greer is anxious
to avoid playing the ‘cult of personality’ game,
and believes that in this case selection is invidi-
ous. It’s worth noting in passing that similar
sentiments prompted her decision not to discuss
Australian women painters. Greer spoke in a
recent interview of the difficulty of getting
relevant historical data whilst conducting her
ten-year research in Europe and North Ame-
rica, and concluded that it was better to leave
out Australian women painters entirely rather
than to select half-heartedly and in comparative
ignorance.

Greer’s ideological stance also explains the
book’s two-part division: an analysis of the
barriers, external and internalized, against
which women artists have contended; and an
historical/generic survey of those women who
have attempted to overcome the barriers. Un-
derstanding women’s specific historical, social
and psychological contexts is seen as the neces-
sary precondition for understanding the scope,
volume and value of their artistic achievements.

The detailed analysis of the obstacles (Chap-
ters 1-7) makes for fascinating reading, a
record of neglect, frustration, insult, slander,
misattribution and reductive flattery. Greer
singles out the striking fact that, prior to the
nineteenth century, all known women painters
were related to male painters — fathers, bro-
thers, teachers, husbands, lovers. The conse-
quences of dependency, economic, familial,
emotional, are various and wide-ranging, from
the more specific restrictions such as exclusion
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from art training, to the internalizing of mas-
culine social, sexual and aesthetic norms. In
dealing with the latter process (always more
insidious than concrete abuses, since the intern-
al enemies are harder to fight), Greer empha-
sises the alarming consistency with which
women painters have been imitators, miniatur-
ists, servants to the masters in the form of
preparing, detailing and engraving their work.
For the reader, such artistic activities come to
take on the force of metaphors of self-denial,
a process by which women accept the confined,
reduced, subservient positions to which they
have traditionally been assigned.

In discussing the consequences of this phe-
nomenon of ‘willing’ self-sacrifice, it would be
all too easy to glorify women painters as mere
victims of brutish and oppressive male egos.
But readers in search of shrillness and strident
outrage — the vulgarized media view of fem-
inism — will be disappointed: Greer consist-
ently aims at sympathetic detachment and
critical balance. She refuses, for example, to
take up what she herself calls the ‘feminist
romanticization’ of lost possibilities. A case in
point is Marietta Robusti (1560-90), who,
under the guidance of her father, Jacopo
Robusti (the terribie maestro, Tintoretto), be-
came an accomplished portraitist, musician and
singer. This is Greer’s account of the fortunes
of Marietta, or La Tintoretta:

‘Her fame spread to the courts of Spain
and Austria. The Emperor Maximilian and
Philip IT both asked her father if she might
come to work in their courts, but he refused.
Instead, he found her a husband, Jacopo
d’Augusta, head of the silversmiths’ guild,
who accepted the condition imposed by Tin-
toretto, that Marietta should not leave his
household in his lifetime. There, four years
later, she died in childbirth.

What she thought and felt about her life
will never be known, for she furnishes no
more than a paragraph or two in biogra-
phies of her father. Those tantalised by
these cursory references have been only too
eager to identify portraits of Venetian wo-
men of this period as self-portraits by
Marietta and their misguided chivalry has
simply fogged the issue with frivolous attri-
butions. Modern scholars attribute none of
the work of the Tintoretto bottega to her,
although she worked there more or less full
time for fifteen years. In the last years of
her life, she is said to have portrayed all

114

her husband’s colleagues for the silversmiths’
guild and it is unthinkable that all these
paintings can have perished, rather they
have been submerged in the oceanic muddle
of Tintoretto attribution.

Marietta Robusti seems to have been
treated as a female prodigy, and to have
been happy in that role, as far as anyone
can judge. It is tempting to think that she
was destroyed by her father’s notorious ego-
tism, but it is begging the question. Her
talent might have after all been for being a
daughter, rather than a painter. She may
have been as dependent upon her father as
her brother Domenico was. Without Tintor-
etto, perhaps neither would have painted
a stroke.’

(Chapter I, ‘Family’, pp. 14-15)

Certainly, the facts of this woman’s life sug-
gest lost possibilities, but Greer sees no point
in idle speculation. The making of romantic
myths is in fact a disservice to the cause of
women: such stories deal with assumptions as
untested as the male myths they seek to des-
troy. Real concern lies in the patient, commit-
ted, often arduous and frustrating work which
Greer herself undertook for ten years in the
art galleries of Europe and Norih America.

Even where evidence is available, Greer re-
fuses to labour the more notorious examples
of sexism. Thus ‘Edvard Munch, who asked
that his sister’s paintings not be exhibited be-
cause it excited her too much’! ‘Crass persecu-
tion’, as Greer aptly describes it; but to dwell
on the famous would be to reduce her argu-
ment to the level of the anecdotal, mere coffee-
table book chat.

Greer’s critical tact is also evident in her
assessment of the progress made by women
artists since the late eighteenth century. She
witnesses the influx of women painters to the
art schools and academies with some caution,
noting that ‘(a)s soon as art schools opened
their doors to women, the modern phenomenon
of the women being the student body while the
men are the painters emerged.” In the examin-
ation of Pyrrhic victories in the book’s final
chapter (XVI, ‘The Nineteenth Century’),
Greer’s psychologizing is particularly shrewd
and acute. Thus for example:

‘When the entry to a school is in itself a
victory, it is more than ever likely that the
teaching will be over-valued and failure to
please one’s teachers construed as evidence
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of genuine lack of ability ... More insidious
than the teachers’ contempt was their praise.
At all the art schools women consistently
bore off the honours . .. Women easily con-
fused this kind of success with genuine
artistic achievement. In such a situation it
was very likely that the wrong women were
encouraged, for true artistic ability often
presents itself in a truculent aspect which
does not find favour with paternalist teach-
ers.” (p.319)

This final chapter is in fact in some measure
a recapitulation of the discussion of the internal
battles against which women must struggle, in
this case offered as a means of achieving genu-
ine artistic progress. Again, Greer locates the
problem chiefly in women’s self-image: when
one’s image and activities are other-directed,
the difficulty of finding one’s own artistic voice
is enormous. In proposing solutions for the
woman artist, Greer eschews political action:
‘the painter cannot expend her precious energy
in polemic, and in fact very few women artists
do.” What is proposed by way of specifics is the
encouragement of a climate of intellectually
supportive opinion, the offering of ‘the kind of
constructive criticism and financial, intellectual
and emotional support that men have given
their artists in the past. The first prerequisite is
knowledge, not only of women’s work but of
the men’s work to which it relates, and not in
vague generalizations but precise examples. The
young Californian women who came to the
‘Women Painters: 1550-1950° exhibition in Los
Angeles were often disappointed to see how
closely the women’s work related to that of the
men, whom they knew more about, and many
of them lost interest right there. That should
have been the starting point, for understanding
how women artists sometimes led men, were
plundered and overtaken, is an important part
of recovering our history.” (p.327). One need
only add that The Obstacle Race, intelligent,
exhaustively researched and documented, sym-
pathetic and committed to women’s artistic
endeavours, is an important contribution to
that process of historical recovery.

The value of this book is both specific and
general. As an exploratory work of feminist
art history, it offers an impressive quantity of
material for future researchers. It provides too,
for those researchers, a critical model, practical
suggestions, and the example of patient and
balanced concern. It acts as an encouragement
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to women ‘with a studious bent’ to recover the
history of women in other areas of endeavour.
Even more generally, the material in the book,
indeed the very achievement of the book itself,
encourages women to view themselves with
increasing respect and seriousness.

It would also be encouraging to think that
The Obstacle Race might help to undermine
the media’s view of Germaine Greer as some
kind of Amazonian sex-pot. On returning to
Australia after the publication of The Female
Eunuch, male journalists greeted Greer with a
series of innuendos about her sex-life, to which
she contemptuously retorted, ‘Do you mean,
do I do it? The publication of The Obstacle
Race ought to ensure that Greer and her work
aren’t trivialized again.

SUSAN KOBULNICZKY

A. J. Baker, Anderson’s Social Philosophy,
Angus & Robertson, 1979, 152 pp. $12.95 hb.,
$7.95 pb.

“That fifty years ago John Anderson left Scot-
land for Australia is, in my judgment, the
greatest single piece of intellectual good for-
tune our country has ever experienced.”

(John Passmore in Quadrant, June 1977)

Anderson became Challis professor of philo-
sophy in the University of Sydney in 1927 and
held the chair until 1958, three years before his
death. In his last years Anderson’s whole idea
of philosophy as being, centrally, an attempt to
determine the general features of reality, seem-
ed to many to be washed up. The attempt is
now again a contemporary enterprise, nowhere
more than in Australia, and Anderson is much
more a man of the 1970s than he was of the
1950s.

“Empiricist”, “realist”, “materialist”, “plural-
ist”, “naturalist”, ‘“determinist”, are terms
which Anderson accepted as describing differ-
ent aspects of his general philosophy. They are
all open to misunderstanding, along with a
number of other terms belonging to his social
philosophy. (Andersonian “‘empiricism”, for
example, besides much that would usually be
thought of as empiricist, is pre-eminently a
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rejection of the splitting of reality into differ-
ent “levels” — God goes out, almost incident-
ally, on this score.) Anderson’s writing is
studded with easily misunderstood, hard to
understand terms. This is one reason why an
exposition of any area of his thought is wel-
come. Another reason is that although Ander-
son was an extraordinarily systematic philoso-
pher, his own writing (mostly in the Austra-
lasian Journal of Philosophy) is fragmentary.

In the first half of his book, A. J. Baker, a
former student of Anderson’s and closely con-
nected with him, sets out Anderson’s moral
and social thought. Baker must have a very
thorough knowledge of Anderson’s oral teach-
ing. One hears it said by those who are familiar
with this teaching that it makes a big difference
to the understanding of Anderson, and unfam-
iliar with it, confined to the cryptic written
word, one feels that it must be so. But perhaps
this is a mistake. The oral teaching doesn’t
seem to have made much difference to Baker’s
exposition: certainly the bulk of the material
he draws on is printed.

Explanation of Anderson’s terms and system-
atic exposition of his moral and social philoso-
phy, one gets from Baker. Another thing one
would very much like from an Andersonian is
an explanation of Anderson’s intellectual influ-
ence on first rate minds — some of them, it
has been thought, better than his own. The
remark about Anderson quoted from Passmore,
characteristically sober and accurate in judge-
ment, indicates how phenomenal this influence
was. There is no particular reason, though,
why an expositor of Anderson should feel
called upon to explain his influences, and Baker
does not explain it.

Finally, in an Andersonian study of Ander-
son’s thought one would like, beyond the run
of ordinary clarificatory exposition, an elucida-
tion of views of Anderson’s which can seem to
other philosophers quite simply incredible. One
would like an elucidation which dissolves that
appearance. Several of these views came up in
Ryle’s article “Logic and Professor Anderson”
in the Australasian Journal of Philosophy
(May, 1952) — a rare notice of Anderson by
the outside world, and a mark of Ryle’s inter-
est in Australian philosophy. Anderson is
praised for his “deflationist” attacks on a range
of metaphysical theories but why, Ryle asks, is
he “driven to tell his equally impossible stories
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about mathematics, good, and implication?” —
that something is good establishable in the
same general way as that something is sulphur,
geometry an empirical science, implication a
sensible fact.

There was no call on Baker to do anything
about producing an elucidatory defence of
Anderson’s views on the nature of geometry
and implication. In fact, he does help us to-
wards a preliminary understanding of these
views. To comprehend them it is essential to
see how Anderson saw observation. Baker helps
us here by illustrations which show that, for
Anderson, observation was no matter of mere
sense perception as opposed to understanding:

“the natural is open to observation without
this having to be restricted to sense-percep-
tion in a narrow sense; we cannot straight-
forwardly see or smell, etc., the State, trade
unions or universities, for instance, but
nevertheless social phenomena like organisa-
tions and movements and the activities that
go on in them, including good activities,
are definitely existing, observable, natural
phenomena” (p. 33).

Does this passage (which is not written with
any reference to Ryle) help us with being good
establishable in the same general way as be-
ing sulphur? We need to look at a nearby
passage from Baker as well.

“What things have the natural quality good?
The answer is that there are certain definite
human activities that are of a productive or
enterprising character, which communicate
themselves and co-operate with one another
... Specific examples of ethical goods are
investigation, aesthetic creation and appre-
ciation, enterprise, liberty, courage and
love” (p.34).

These good activities and states are certainly
observable in the same general way as the State
cr universities. But how about their being
good? The passage quoted above gives (in
summary) Anderson’s answer to the question
“What things have the natural quality good?”,
but what is his answer to the question, “What
is it that these things have; what is the natural
quality of good itself?”. There is a general
Andersonian reason, of a type deployed against
any splitting of reality into levels, why good
has got to be a natural quality. Suppose it to
be otherwise. Then, ordinary observation per-
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ceives the activity which is good, and some al-
together mysterious non-ordinary observation
(“intuition”) perceives the quality good pos-
sessed by the activity. But what hybrid per-
ceives that the activity is good?

Is it Anderson’s view that an activity’s being
good is its possessing one or more of a number
of qualities such as being productive or enter-
prising? A view of this sort runs into a well-
known difficulty which becomes apparent when
we ask ourselves about the meaning our words
would have if we wanted to call these qualities
themselves good. Is it, then, perhaps Ander-
son’s view that goodness is a further quality
characterizing each of these qualities and
through them the activities which are good?
But what could this further quality be? It
doesn’t look as though it could in any way
resemble the qualities, such as being enterpris-
ing, to which it attaches or be in any way
constitutive of them. There is, however, some-
thing which this conjectural further quality
does resemble and that is the ‘“non-natural”
quality of goodness which Moore (against
whom Anderson in part defined his position)
believed that we intuit in seeing that some
activity or state of affairs is good.

How Anderson conceived of the quality
good, is the question which someone approach-
ing an exposition of his thought, would most
like to see taken up. Perhaps Baker regarded
it as too philosophical a question for the reader
he had in mind. In any case, it needs to be
mentioned that one of the merits of the book
is that it can all be understood by a reader with
no knowledge of technical philosophy.

In the field of ethics, Anderson’s deflation-
ary moves were made against ‘“Moralism”,
against conceptions such as the obligatory,
“taken to be that which is essentially demand-
ed of us”, and “the moral law” conceptions
which (in Baker’s words) “promise philosoph-
ical content but which have none”, which have
instead “hidden social content”. This content
will be exposed by social criticism. The action
is not required by “the good”, “the obligatory”
or by “the moral law”, because there are no
such things; “by whom is it demanded, then”,
Anderson asks, “and what is his policy?” “It
is not surprising”, Anderson remarks in this
connection, “that the Athenians looked for
Socrates’s political affiliations when he claimed
to take the pure moral stand”.
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Implicit here is Anderson’s view of the
nature of society. Explicitly, Anderson held
society to be ‘“a multiplicity of interrelated
groups”, co-operating and in conflict with one
another. From this view of the nature of
society, it follows that “Solidarism” — the idea
that (as Baker describes it) “society as such
has a general interest or good, or a set of com-
mon interest or goods” — is, like Moralism, a
fraud. It is a view of society which has prac-
tical implications — against over-all planning,
for instance. If it does not entail Anderson’s
pessimistic view of human kind, it certainly
gives no countenance to optimism. Faith in
Progress, is the sheerest illusion. History of
course has no direction.

The individuality of Anderson’s thought
comes through well in Baker’s account of his
“social pluralism” and of what he made of the
thinkers — Marx, Freud, Sorel — who especi-
ally influenced him. Freud, though, is present-
ed with surprisingly diminished significance for
Anderson.

The second part of the book, drawing on
material from out-of-the-way sources, takes
the reader deftly through Anderson’s public
life, from his early association with the Com-
munist Party in Australia, of which he was
never a member but of which he was for a
time appointed Theoretical Adviser, through
his Trotskyist period and the increasingly
strong anti-communism of his later years and
through the controversies also in which he was
involved on behalf of academic freedom and
against religion in education.

Near the beginning of his book Baker has a
quotation from Anderson which is a nice dis-
tillation of his thought and attitude. It comes
from a passage in which Anderson speaks of
“the thorough-going objectivism” of the Greek
philosopher, Heraclitus, who influenced him
strongly and who was, he says:

‘“unremitting in his attack on subjectivist
illusions, on the operation of desire or the
imagining of things as we should like them
to be, as opposed to the operation of under-
standing or the finding of things (including
our own activities) as they positively are,
with no granting of a privileged position in
reality to gods, men or molecules, with con-
flict everywhere and nothing above the
battle” (p. 3).

S. A. GRAVE
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NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

ALAN ALEXANDER—born in Northern Ireland, he emigrated to Western Aus-
tralia in 1965. He has published a book of poems, In The Sun’s Eye (1977).

DON ANDERSON—Is a senior lecturer in the Department of English, University
of Sydney. He spent a recent leave (1979) researching American literature in New
York.

MARILYN ANTHONY—is a postgraduate student in English at the University
of Western Australia.

DELYS BIRD—teaches in the English Department of the Western Australian
Institute of Technology. She recently completed an M.A. thesis on the satiric
novels of David Ireland.

CAROLINE CADDY—lives in Denmark, W.A. She has published poems in
literary magazines and anthologies.

HAL COLEBATCH—born in Perth, he has published stories, poems and articles
in various magazines. His second book of verse In Breaking Waves was recently
published (1979). A third, Coastal Knot, is in preparation.

PETER CORRIS—born in Victoria, now lives in New South Wales. Is Literary
Editor of “The National Times”. He has published six books in Australian and
Pacific history, and is working on short fiction and detective novels. The Dying
Trade, a detective story set in Sydney, is to be published this year.

ANDREW DONALD—lives in Heidelberg, Victoria. Published a collection of
poems. Far From the Paling Fences, and poems in poetry and literary magazines.
Interested in prose writing. A new series of lyric poems Buckets of Ashes Bars of
Sunshine has been published; another collection is in preparation. Is an Art History
student at La Trobe University.

KENNETH GAUNT—a Western Australian, he is at present employed as a
research assistant in the School of Humanities, Griffith University in Brisbane.
His work has appeared in Australian literary magazines.

BARBARA GILES—is a teacher. She won the Shaw Neilsen poetry award in
1973, and her work has appeared in magazines and anthologies, and a collection
of poetry in an A. & R. Poet of the Month publicaton.

CLIFF GILLAM—is a senior tutor in the English Department, University of
Western Australia.

PETER GOLDSWORTHY—graduated in Medicine at the University of Adelaide
in 1973. He has published stories and poems in a number of literary journals, and
is active in the S.A. Poets Union.

S. A. GRAVE—is a Professor of Philosophy at the University of Western Aus-

tralia. His publications include The Scottish Philosophy of Common Sense (1960).
He is working on a history of Philosophy in Australia.
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T. A. G. HUNGERFORD—well-known novelist and short story writer. His latest
published work is a selection of stories, Wong Chu and the Queen’s Letterbox.

LOUIS JOHNSON—former editor of the New Zealand Poetry Yearbook, now
lecturing in writing at Mitchell College of Advanced Education, Bathurst. His last
book, Fires and Patterns, won a New Zealand National Book Award.

RUTH JOHNSTON—is Senior Lecturer in the Department of Economics at the
University of Western Australia. Her latest publication is Immigrants in Western
Australia (1979).

SUSAN KOBULNICZK Y—is a senior tutor in the English Department, Univer-
sity of Western Australia.

JIM LEGASSE—is a lecturer at the English Department, University of Western
Australia. He is a graduate of Ohio State University.

RICHARD LUNN-—born in Sydney, travelled for two years through Asia to
London. Is now teaching English.

ELIZABETH LAWSON MARSH—a graduate of Sydney University, she has
taught at La Trobe University, W.A.L.'T. and Murdoch University. Her first col-
lection of poems Changed Into Words (1980) was published by Fremantle Arts
Centre Press.

DOROTHY FEATHERSTONE PORTER—her first book of poetry was pub-
lished in 1975, and a second is in preparation. Is at present working on a collec-
tion called The Nashville Poems — a poet living a long American movie. “Lives
an indolent existence on Avalon beach,” and plays tennis.

TERRY TREDREA—was educated at Perth Modern School and the University
of Western Australia. He works as a teacher librarian, and has published poems
in local magazines and anthologies.

HELEN WATSON-WILLIAMS—recently retired Associate Professor and Head
of the English Department, University of Western Australia and now Honorary
Research Fellow. Her publications include André Gide and the Greek Myth
(1967) and other literary critical studies.

JUDITH WOMERSLEY—has had poetry, short stories, and articles published in
Australian publications, and broadcast over radio in Australia and the BBC.

JOHN WRIGHT-—was born in Tasmania and is employed by the Council of
Adult Education in Melbourne. Completing postgraduate studies at Melbourne
University.

FAY ZWICKY—was born in Melbourne and educated at Melbourne University.
She is lecturer in English at the University of Western Australia. Her first book of
poetry, Isaac Babel’s Fiddle, was published in 1975 and she has published critical
articles in literary journals. She was Visiting Scholar at Columbia University,
New York, in 1978.
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WESTERLY INDEX
1956-1977

A handsomely bound, hard-back edition of the first Index that Westerly
has produced can be yours for $8.95 (including postage). It is an essen-
tial item for libraries, collectors, and students of Australian literature.

The Index contains a Foreword by the current editors and a Preface
by the compiler, Linda Goldstiver. It contains reference to all material
published in Westerly from the magazine’s inception in 1956 until the
end of 1977. Entries are arranged alphabetically according to author
under the following headings: Articles, Poetry, Short Fiction, Drama,
Reviews, Illustrations.

Orders, accompanied by a cheque for $8.95 (made out to Westerly
Index) should be sent to:

The Editors,

Westerly,

English Department,

University of Western Australia,
Nedlands, Western Australia, 6009.
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Ockerism, Althusser
and Saint Patrick. ..

make an assorted trio, particularly when the ockers in question
are John Singleton and Joe Bjelke-Petersen. However, they all
happily consort in Overland no. 78.

How may this be so? we hear you cry. Well, Glen Lewis has an
important article on the New Ockerism, the populist conserva-
tism that is creeping into Australian political life — winning
votes and, as Lewis says, making people we’'d normally think of
as ratbags look reasonable. Jonathan Dawson has a splendid
little satirical story on the topic of an Althusser academic
worrying about entering on his age of the bourgeois accumula-
tion of property. (Stories by James McQueen and Barry Hill,
too.) And David Dunstan writes on the turbulent history of the
Melbourne St Patrick’s Day processions.

Manning Clark and Jim O’Connor write on Brian Fitzpatrick,
and we reproduce Noel Counihan’s famous caricature of the
‘Swanston Family’ push. Elizabeth Sweeting on problems of
funding the arts, two insights into Whyalla, many poems and
some important reviews.

$8 a year from Overland, GPO Box 98a, Melbourne 3001.

westerly is published by the English Department, University of Western Australia,
set in Times type-face and printed by Alpha Print Pty Ltd, Perth, W.A.




The University
Bookshop

on Campus, University of Western
Australia, Nedlands, 6009

In addition to University Text and Reference books,
we stock a wide range of books in the areas of General
Literature, Australiana, Art, Cookery, Craft, Gardening,
Travel, Children’s books and Paperbacks.

Our Special Order Service enables books not in stock
to be ordered from the Eastern States or overseas.

10% Discount

is given off most titles and for further savings check
our stand of Remainders on the Ground Floor.

For your calculator requirements check our range of
Hewlett Packard and Sharp models.

HOURS: Monday to Friday, 8.45 a.m. to 5.30 p.m.
Saturday, 9.00 a.m. to 12 noon

PHONE — 386 5578 and 386 5579




