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LITERATURE


In retrospect, literature has played a defining role in my life. Without its fables, sagas and legends something would have been missing whereby this and that may have turned out quite differently. Hearing and reading these tales in my youth was nothing less than a magic introduction to life.


This look at literature is an attempt to come to terms with the way poems, novels, dramas and other genres have influenced my thoughts and feelings during those formative times. Since then a good deal has emerged. These aural and verbal stimuli are now being escorted by visual ones as I wander from one country to another searching for my lost childhood and student years. A more captivating adventure is barely imaginable.


The following presentation is a chronological look at some of those great works of literature that have been composed since the distant days of classical antiquity. It is by no means exhaustive and little more than a passing glance at the writers who have stimulated me most. A study of the remaining German ones will appear in a separate publication.









BRONTE PECH


Indeed, change is a part of life that is so vividly mirrored in the great works of world literature.


Literature









INTRODUCTION


Many are the books that have been penned on literature. Since early times writers and authors of all kinds have made contributions to that broad field and it is unlikely to end. That should not really come as a surprise since diverse are the ways you can go about it.


In some cases you can expect a history of literature to get everything into some sort of chronological perspective. It is the work of literary historians who undertake their work with a good deal of care and expertise.


Then there are those who prefer to interpret those works of the great writers. If anything, that task is even more difficult as delving deep into the minds of poets, novelists and others is not easy.


In this day and age of modern technology, literature as such finds itself being confronted with challenges on all sides. As people chat more and read less, one is justified in asking what future writing has, as well as literature in general. Can they harness the countless inventions of modern man?


In this regard I am less pessimistic as that wide and exciting world of literature will always find a way. Writers are an inventive lot and their creativity knows no bounds.


In my case this work on literature is not essentially historical, although I have given it a chronological framework. Nor is it just an attempt to interpret what has passed through the minds of those great thinkers and writers of the past. Getting to know them in person would have been a unique experience. Now all one can do is read their works.


Since my student years in Australia – and in some cases my childhood – some of the writers I will be covering have become personal companions of a kind who have been accompanying me on my own journey through life. Friends are known to come and go, though in this case it is different.


So, there they are whiling away their time on my bookshelves. Now and again they long for attention, although fortunately they are patient. Besides, they are not known to complain.


Even the languages in which these friends of mine speak have not proved to be a problem. In the past there were times when I was reluctant to place my French and German books together side by side. Thankfully, those days of yore have long passed.


Indeed, having so many friends can be regarded as a gift of Fortuna who has a way of getting along well even with those who do not always agree amongst themselves.


By now the late afternoon sun has already begun to set as I lean back in my armchair and glance at the many tomes lining my shelves. Luckily, they do not have to blink as my white curtains shade them from the golden brightness. Soon that too will vanish as Helios has begun to pull back his frisky steeds.


As for me, I still have some time to reflect before turning in. Of course, it is merely the spines of these books I can see. If they happened to be humans, one would be inclined to say that it is not their most presentable side. Be that as it may, you can at least tell something from the spine for it will indicate both the author and title.


For the moment that is sufficient. Right now it is Buddenbrooks I can see and below it I spot the author Thomas Mann. Already a lot of things are filling my mind, including visits to the city of Lübeck where he was born.


And then there are the front covers. They will indicate even more and usually include a scene or picture drawing attention to what you can expect inside. In some cases it may even move you to open the book and begin reading on the spot, if you have not already done so. Indeed, what is there to be said against reading a book twice? The author has surely put a good deal of time and effort into the writing process and it is more than likely that you may have missed out on something significant.


Now, at this more or less advanced stage of my life, I find myself returning to those writers who have meant so much to me in the past. Fortunately, I have not placed these books aside or, even worse, sold them or tossed them into a rubbish bin. The authors would never have forgiven me.


On the contrary, they will accompany me to the end. However, the mere sight of them is not enough as in some cases I have begun to read them again. The effort will not be in vain.


The result has been that I appear to be reading them for the very first time. What on earth has happened? It surely can’t have to do with a poor memory as mine is still in fine shape.


As I see it, the passage of time since the first reading has been at work as during this period a good deal of water has flowed down the Rhine. Besides, it is also likely that I may have changed my mind on a number of matters. That would not surprise me at all since in the meantime I myself have been writing novels, memoirs and essays.


The outcome of all this is that I have begun to feel a re-encounter with these writers reflects this and that on the nature of time and how it is able to influence your way of thinking.


Indeed, change is a part of life that is so vividly mirrored in the great works of world literature. Both time and circumstance have conspired to bring about experiences worthy of note. The result is that in the past writers have seen fit to reach for their pens – and now their keyboards – to record what may otherwise have been lost to posterity.


In this sense one needs to be grateful to them for sacrificing so much of their free time to record what they considered significant. Together, these works have come to form literature without which our lives would be poorer. Now we can avail ourselves of these poems, dramas, short stories, novels and similar genres that will live on.


The time has now come for me to retire for the night. Is that all? By no means for there is a strong likelihood I may be reunited with some of these writers of yesteryear in the world of dreams.









CHILDHOOD


Essentially, the long process begins during your early childhood. At that formative stage it is an aural experience as you hear countless tales from your parents. Impressionable as you are, you absorb them more or less in the same way you imbibed your mother’s milk.


Indeed, the wide world of literature has to begin somewhere and at some time and it may even be before you start to walk. What you hear and take in coming from the mouths of storytellers begins to settle in your mind. There it will have plenty of time to rest since your childhood is likely to last longer than just a year or two.


If you are lucky you may even experience those very first tales in front of your fireplace. In my case it was my mother and two sisters who read to me and I was all ears. Unfortunately, our winters down under were relatively short compared to most other countries though it made the encounter more intense.


What those early tales were all about I can no longer recall. However, what I can clearly remember is the crackle of our fire as the flames licked their way around the logs. My father frequently chopped wood so we always had a fine supply beside our house.


For her part my mother had other tasks to perform as well, so my sisters would simply carry on reading to me. They were both considerably older than me – my elder one to the extent of fifteen years – so I more or less came to regard them as aunts.


One of those many tales I can indeed recall and it was about a tiny gecko that lost its tail. What became of it I have no idea, though what I can still remember is that it caused me such concern that I later went searching for the lost tail. My pursuits were all in vain, yet they made me feel a good deal better for a gecko without a tail is like a writer without a pen.


At some stage we all learn how to read and in my case it was no different. As with most others it took place before starting primary school and meant I was now able to read a few simple tales alone. Naturally, the books were illustrated which was very helpful, especially if you did not understand all the words. In this way I learnt that snow was white.


At our rural school set amongst vineyards it was our teacher who then read stories to the beginners. Her name was Miss Snell and was very friendly. She was a spinster according to my parents and clearly had plenty of time to read to us. In this way I came to add ‘spinster’ to my list of new words.


Later I added ‘vigneron’ to my list as my father happened to be one. I first saw it written on the side of his truck and I naturally asked him what it meant. By then words had begun to fascinate me and by the time I received my first dictionary, it was already clear there was no end to them. Moreover, there was no longer a need to ask Miss Snell what a ‘spinster’ was.


During my childhood there was no need to ask what literature was about. For that it was far too early. Besides, up till then I had looked no further than what tales and stories had to offer. Taken together, you could regard them as belonging to ‘literature,’ although the term remained a mystery.


Poems, short stories and novels were of course a part of literature and had been so from the outset. However, it would still take a while before you realized that they belonged within a certain framework. For the moment it was the experience that was at the forefront.


As a child my first forays into the world of literature were a few simple poems that I began to write. The very first one was about a Lucia princess who lived in a land where it snowed, while here the sun had got into the habit of driving us indoors. Basically, it was little more than about her beauty for she was fairer than all others in her freezing land. In spite of that she made her way barefoot through the densely wooded forests. And as for keeping warm, she bore a crown of candles on her head.


A few brief tales about her I wrote as well, though they couldn’t be regarded as short stories. What was missing was a plot with minor characters helping it along. Be that as it may, I was so attracted to this fragile Nordic figure that it was virtually impossible to take a step back and view her in a more objective way.


Indeed, the tales of childhood are generally so vivid that it is difficult to look beyond your immediate experiences. As such, they highlighted what childhood is all about, namely becoming familiar with your environment since all the sights and sounds were new.


During this formative stage the very word ‘literature’ was un mot étrange as you were busy accumulating experiences. Nevertheless, these were by no means wasted years as the groundwork was being laid.


And as for one day becoming a writer … well, the very word did not mean much at all. During those impressionable years, the only mental connection one had was that both schoolchildren and serious writers were ‘pen pushers.’ For the one lot your teachers first had to show you how it was done, while for the others it was a matter of creating a poem or novel.


In essence, childhood is all about planting seeds. It marks the beginning of a long process since before you can expect to bring in the harvest, a good deal of sunshine and rain will have to hasten the growth. After all, a work of literature needs to have roots.


What you encounter in your childhood is likely to emerge later in life, though you may not notice it at the time. Indeed, in some cases you may not be aware of it as we rarely have time to pause and reflect.


As for writers, they too are inevitably involved in the creative process hoping to make some kind of contribution to literature. After all, having lived in vain is not anyone’s goal.


However, now and again there are moments when the sunshine breaks through the clouds as we catch fleeting glimpses of our childhood. It is then that we let out a deep sigh and wonder what has become of those forgotten years.









STUDENT YEARS


On reaching adolescence a good many things begin to change and one of them is your awareness of literature. It certainly does not come about overnight, but is a gradual process taking place deep inside you. In some cases you are barely conscious of it.


As for me it transpired on leaving home for college in distant Adelaide. That marked a decisive point in my life and it didn’t take long at all to realize that a number of things had changed.


One of them was my approach to reading. By now one did not merely read for pleasure. Of course, that remained an essential part of it and I could not see that changing. However, you began to view the process with critical eyes. Besides, not all books fitted into the same category.


In this way a whole new world was beginning to open out. In the first instance it was a geographical change, but there was more to it than that. Mentally as well, you were entering a fresh phase and since I had already begun to consume books like our legendary pies and pasties, I gradually became mindful of the scope of literature for the first time.


What a world it was turning out to be! Up till this point it had consisted of a valley surrounded by hills where grapes were turned into fine wines. Now I had settled down beside the great Southern Ocean where you could almost hear the sound of its waves lapping against the shore.


In addition, I was no longer just reading books, but studying them as well. Besides, they were not merely in one language, but several. Apart from English, there was German, Latin and Ancient Greek that had begun to fill my timetable. Needless to say, each of them had their very own world of literature though for the moment it was grammar and syntax that kept me busy.


Indeed, so occupied was I that I barely had time to notice that Adelaide also had hills in the background. However, from our campus they were beyond walking distance and so it was the sea that became my new home.


On weekends I would now and again retreat to its many dunes with a novel where I could relax. Imbibing the tales of Dickens beside the ocean was the kind of experience one doesn’t forget even though they had been penned well beyond the Equator.


By now my awareness of literature had begun to develop as it was becoming clear that it did not just apply to the English language. Each one had authors of renown and in most cases a tradition could be traced back into the distant past well beyond the age of our own country. After all, ours was a young land.


In the case of the Greeks and Romans their literary works extended back into the age of antiquity. Amazingly, many of them have been preserved and handed down so that we now have an insight into how people lived.


Even their way of thinking has been documented, while their historians have got everything into chronological perspective. For our part, we can count ourselves lucky.


Their wars too happened to be well documented, especially in the case of the Peloponnesian one. Indeed, by studying the eight books of Thucydides on that subject, you almost get the impression there was an art to conducting war. Of course, much of it has to do with his style.


Naturally, no student of those distant times could possibly ignore Homer and if you did, you only had yourself to blame. Above all, his two epic poems the Iliad and the Odyssey have had a lasting influence on European literature. Especially at that teenage period the war against Troy held me in thrall as you wondered how it would end.


Regarding wars, Caesar himself knew a thing or two about them and in the process even wrote about his campaigns. How on earth he found time to do so will forever remain his secret. Be that as it may, his De Bello Gallico held me spellbound for months as I ploughed my way through it. Among other things, those opening words of his – Gallia est omnis divisa in partes tres – still have the habit of drifting through my mind.


With several years of college already behind me, literature was becoming a passion of mine. In addition to the ancients, I had begun to delve into the deep mysteries of German literature.


To my surprise few German authors seemed to write about war, even though Caesar himself had attempted to subjugate the wild Germanic tribes living along the Rhine Valley. Even in later years they preferred to avoid the subject, though not always with success. In this regard Germany’s fate was that it had landed plumb in the centre of Europe where you could expect war and conflict. In fact, one of them lasted for thirty years.


In contrast to English literature in general, German writers were frequently known to delve into the realm of philosophy. Nietzsche and Schopenhauer are perhaps the most notable exponents, whereas British writers were in the main quite content to concentrate on social issues. As for American literature, it was often immigration themes that were at the forefront.


Indeed, by now there could be little doubt that literature had begun to occupy my attention to such an extent that I began to wonder what Australian writers focused on.


Strangely, during my college years Australian literature barely appeared on our syllabus and I began to ask myself what lay behind this anomaly. In fact, at times I even asked why our writers were not that well known internationally and usually the outcome was that I had to shrug my shoulders.


One day I asked my English teacher about the matter. He himself came from England and explained that the board of examiners at the university were to blame as they were responsible for setting the syllabus for our state exams. Of course I didn’t know any of them personally, but it would not have surprised me if most of them were from England.


The result is that it was mainly English literature that formed the background to my reading and studies. In this way I became broadly familiar with what may be regarded as class issues and how the individual fitted into society. It was a heavily structured one extending all the way down from prince to pauper and if there was little room for you between those extremes there was always the danger that you may be viewed as an outcast.


By contrast, Australian society was essentially egalitarian and for that reason possibly of less interest to writers. The whole matter of conflict and tension would very likely retreat into the background and so deprive authors of some drama in their works. Even issues relating to the monarchy seemed so distant from our perspective down under.


By the time my college years were nearing an end I had made a good deal of progress with the German language and the feeling was a quite different one. The outcome was, even for me, surprising.


English was, of course, my native tongue and the early tales I had heard were all in that language. It was spoken everywhere down under and even those many immigrants who reached our fair shores were eager to speak it as soon as they could. For me, however, the sound of German was more intimate and struck a chord deep inside me.


Essentially, it had to do with my German-Lutheran background and the fact that my great-grandfather came from distant Saxony. He too and his family had been immigrants since their arrival in 1850 and had kept speaking their language. This lasted for several generations and by the time I was born my parents were still speaking it, though not with me. My sisters and brother, who were all much older than me, could understand it but did not speak it as such. As for me, it was at college that I learnt it.


Saying it was love at first sight would be going too far. Nevertheless, the very sounds and rhythms appealed to me and at times I felt they were reawakening something that had been slumbering inside me.


As for its literature, what I read at college was merely an introduction with Theodor Storm leading the way. Some would argue he may merely be regarded as a regional writer, yet I found his works stimulating. He was a North German born in Husum and I was quite familiar with the landscape well before I myself settled down in the area. Above all, it was his inspiring Der Schimmelreiter (1888) I studied for my matriculation exam that introduced the scenery of Schleswig-Holstein to me in a most vivid manner.


More than anything else at this initial stage Storm’s last major work, which he wrote at the age of seventy, reflected what I came to regard as one of the main differences between German and English literature. In his epic struggle against a background of washed-out dykes along the North German coast, Hauke Haien is fighting the battle of an individual while society looks on.


By the time my college years were coming to an end I was experiencing a change of sorts inside me as German literature, and what it had to offer, was increasing in importance.


On commencing my university studies the world of literature had become so ingrained in me that it was virtually impossible to ignore in any form or fashion. Almost daily I visited the university bookshop and it was mainly for novels that I was continuing to consume. Some I already began reading on the nearby banks of the River Torrens, while others had to wait until I finished preparing for my next tutorial.


During these hour-long meetings with our tutor in his or her office we went about approaching literature in a highly critical manner. At first it took a good while to get used to ‘knocking’ writers in this way. After all, they had put a lot of time and effort into writing their poems and novels to the extent that in some cases their family life suffered.


By now it was clear that not all works of literature were amazing, incredible or even fantastic. On the contrary, as a consumer you had to approach them with a critical eye. The outcome was that we began to analyse both content and style in an attempt to see if the authors could have improved on how they depicted their many experiences.


Inevitably, this had an effect on how I read books. In the past it had essentially been for pleasure and that would surely continue. However, now and then I tried to imagine I was a young literary critic preparing an article for an Adelaide newspaper. Indeed, the feeling was a new one.


Fortunately, this analytical approach didn’t put a damper on my reading stints as I now tried to see myself as an author sitting at a desk, pen in hand. Under these conditions how would I be able to do a better job or, more likely, a quite different one?


No, it wasn’t easy at all. After all, the life of an author was not a simple one. That, at least, is what you heard and I couldn’t really fancy it was a gross exaggeration. In fact, some like Thomas Mann took the issues they wrote about so seriously that, willingly or unwillingly, they bade farewell to the country of their birth and lived abroad.


Periods of totalitarian governments, as was the case during the Third Reich in Germany, were particularly critical for writers and artists some of whom were forced to leave or pay the consequences. This not only had an effect on their writing, but also the changed surroundings in a new country or continent would be a challenge.


Indeed, by now it was clear that there was more to the life of a writer than just sitting down and penning a merry tale. Naturally, it all depended on what you were writing and how you went about it.


During my university studies it was the figure of the German writer Goethe who, like few others, exerted an influence on my way of thought. Apart from what he wrote, it was his style that made you stop and take a deep breath.


At college I had merely heard about him in a very general way without making an attempt to tackle any of his works. Clearly it was too early for that. Now the time had finally come.


Above all, it was his epic drama Faust that stood out and I had been warned not to read it at a time when you were unfamiliar with his background. In spite of that I first read an English translation and feared to be punished for the effort.


On the contrary, bit by bit I was introduced to a work that has been regarded as the greatest one German literature has produced. For me that was reason enough to have a go at his German.


From the beginning it wasn’t easy at all. However, with the help of a detailed commentary by Erich Trunz I was able to disentangle parts of the plot. And as for his style, it was one that began to grow on you the further you read. Before long there could be little doubt that he was a master of language.


Actually, the amazing thing about this drama is that it wasn’t written in a burst of inspiration, but spans a good number of years. In fact, it can be traced as far back as the Urfaust manuscript of 1772 when he was merely twenty-three. Then years followed until Faust, ein Fragment (1790) appeared. Again many years passed until Faust, der Tragödie erster Teil was published in 1808. Finally, shortly before his death at the age of eighty-three Faust, zweiter Teil was finished in 1832.


In retrospect, the astonishing thing about this development of the Faust legend is that it took such a long time to complete. Between these years a host of other major works saw the light of day. In addition, Goethe spent a good deal of his time travelling about, including his legendary journey across the Alps to Rome, after which he carried on to Palermo.


From the very outset it is clear that Faust occupied Goethe’s mind when he was still a young student of law in Straßburg, and later in Wetzlar as a trainee at the Reichskammergericht. Even at such an impressionable age that figure did not let him sleep peacefully.


During my university years I naturally did not have any idea that I would later follow his route across the Alps and along the Lago di Garda. His travel diary, the Italienische Reise, accompanied me along the way. The biggest difference was of course our mode of travel for whereas he took a post-chaise, I was able to move about more comfortably by train.


Unforgettable during these years at the university were my times spent on the banks of the Torrens memorizing whole chunks of Goethe’s Faust for my exams in German. To this very day a good many of them are still drifting about in those nether regions of my mind. Occasionally I register a key word or two out on the street or on television whereby several lines from his work resurface. My exams have long passed, but it is to be hoped that the sweat he lost in penning this epic drama will not have been in vain.


Of course, Goethe wasn’t the only German author who was presented in the lecture hall and tutorial rooms. There were other ones as well, as I will describe later on. Among them was Thomas Mann who wrote well over a century after Goethe.


Already during my college years I was introduced to this writer who attracted me from the outset. Unlike Goethe who was born in Frankfurt on the Main, Mann was a North German by birth from the old Hanseatic city of Lübeck. At the age of nineteen, however, he moved to Munich in 1894 where he got a job as a trainee in an insurance company. The work he found extremely boring and the result was that he took to writing. Future generations would naturally applaud this early switch, above all the literary world.


I too am grateful he reached for a pen and the outcome was early impressions of life in Munich. It certainly formed a contrast to what a North German Hanseatic city had to offer and he soon found himself spending a good deal of his time in bohemian cafés frequented by young writers, artists and actors. Be that as it may, his northern accent accompanied him.


As for me, Munich was the very first city in West Germany that I set foot on in early 1971 shortly after arriving in Europe. There I settled down for a short period of study and lectures at the Goethe Institute as part of a scholarship I was awarded in Australia as a German teacher. Unlike Mann, I didn’t have much time to relax in smoke-filled cafés, yet somehow managed to enjoy unforgettable moments tracing the home of the Mann family and places where Thomas went wandering. One of them was the enormous Englischer Garten where he strolled whenever he needed to be alone.


Quite apart from the fact that Munich already had a distinct reputation as being a merry city, I happened to arrive during the Fasching season that had the effect of making it even merrier. I had been warned about it in advance, though as someone from South Australia’s Barossa Valley I was quite used to all the merrymaking from our vintage festivals. However, this was in another category as these were entire weeks of drinking, dancing and singing.


As for the early works that Thomas wrote in Munich, I had no need to refresh my memory as I had already read them several times at college, and others at the university. Some were required reading like Der kleine Herr Friedemann (1901) as well as Tonio Kröger (1903), and his popular Buddenbrooks that he began writing in 1897 and for which he received the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1929.


The novel itself does not take place in Munich, but in his home city of Lübeck and traces the downfall of the Mann family through several generations. Ultimately, the result was more admirers of the novel in the Nobel Committee than amongst the members of his family.


As for English literature during my student years at both college as well as the university, it was quite impossible to overlook. Of course, you didn’t start off with Shakespeare, although he could not be ignored. Sooner or later you would bump into him and we had been warned that his English was unlikely to be understood in the pubs down under.


Even out on the streets and in the supermarkets you would have needed to prick up your ears in order to make some sense out of his syntax. Aussie English was another matter entirely.


My very first rendezvous with Shakespeare was a visual one and did not have anything to do with any of his writings. In our lounge at home a large framed painting of Stratford-upon-Avon hung directly above our piano. Whenever I sat down in front of it I was easily able to see the scene, though regarded it as just another painting of which there were several in the room. Only years later did I realise it was the birthplace of William Shakespeare.


At that early age one was obsessed with a whole array of persons and things revealing who and what were ‘the biggest and greatest.’ For example, according to my father Don Bradman was the greatest cricket player who had ever lived, while my mother cautioned me never to go anywhere near Mount Everest as it was the highest mountain in the world where you could easily fall to your death. I had been warned.


More or less in this manner I came to realise years later that Shakespeare was generally regarded as the greatest writer although he had died several centuries ago. This awareness usually came with a word of warning that it was pointless trying to read his plays and poems as you wouldn’t understand them anyway. Besides, we spoke and wrote quite differently down under.


For this reason it wasn’t until well into my college years that I ventured to read his Julius Caesar (1598). However, it wasn’t voluntarily. For my Intermediate state exam it was prescribed reading on the syllabus so we didn’t have a choice. It was unavoidable.


From the outset I took the whole challenge earnestly and with a good deal of concentration. The result was that we all received a tiny copy of the work in The Warwick Shakespeare edition published by Blackie & Son Limited in London and Glasgow. In spite of its small size it had a bright red cover that you could not possibly miss and I took the shade to be a kind of warning. We would have to take it seriously.


For better or for worse my little copy had to suffer as on every single page I jotted down remarks, comments, interpretations and the like that our English teacher uttered as he explained the scenes to us. More than anything else, it was the fear that I might miss out on something of great significance in the life of Julius Caesar as seen by Shakespeare. He called it a tragedy and naturally we all expected the worst.


In the year that followed for my Leaving state exam it was the turn of Macbeth (1605). By then I was a year older and familiar with Shakespeare’s syntax to some extent. Once again my Warwick text received what can only be described as a ‘battering.’ In fact, on some pages I can barely read what Shakespeare wrote and at times I wonder how he went about it. The impression I get is that it was a very complicated process. Whatever, this additional tragedy more or less indicated that Shakespeare had a penchant for historical figures inextricably caught up in conflicts beyond control.


This preference of his continued in my final Leaving Honours year when King Richard the Second (1594) was on the syllabus. It too was a tragedy and we simply accepted it for what it was.


A year later I was already a university student, but that was not the end of Shakespeare by any stretch of the imagination. Indeed, there were moments when one felt that the Stratford bard had been writing just for Australian readers and audiences.


Unlike Goethe, Mann and countless other German writers, Shakespeare barely moved about during his fifty-two years. In fact, apart from Stratford where he was born and died, the only other place where he lived was in London. Even his wife Anne Hathaway came from Stratford and her house is to this very day a tourist attraction.


The influence of Shakespeare on English literature was certainly great, yet in the years that followed there were numerous other writers who likewise helped to ensure that readers around the world would not run out of books. This was, of course, facilitated by the spread of the British Empire.


Above all, it was the poets like Dryden, Milton, Pope, Byron, Keats, Shelley, Wordsworth and others that were likewise prescribed reading both at college and at the university. In Australia they became household words and some of their well-known poems we were required to learn by heart. In this way you could be sure their verses would live on.


If there did happen to be something strange about these youthful experiences it was the fact that the landscapes described in their works were on the other side of the world. While here the sun was tanning our skin, in fair England you could expect rain and drizzle to dampen your hair. Even those lush landscapes they lauded did not correspond to what you saw everywhere down under for large parts of our country consisted of deserts.


Nevertheless, read these works we did as they were in our very own language. In some cases they were just as demanding as Shakespeare’s English, and if you raced through them you were sure to miss out on something.


Indeed, these were enjoyable student years at both college and university and if I had a chance, it is likely I may even have repeated them. However, life as such simply continues as you get swept along.


Unforgettable are those distant times when I left the huge hall at the Wayville Showgrounds in Adelaide after an end of the year exam in English, German, Latin or Greek. Having reached the bottom of the steps I would pause briefly and take a deep breath. Then, on my way home, I would wonder what it would be like to visit those places I had written about for three hours in that hot hall.


Unfortunately, they were all on the other side of the world and actually seeing them with your very own eyes would in all likelihood remain a dream. However, even down under people had dreams.


So, year after year, these examinations continued. If you felt unwell, all you needed to do was raise your hand and one of the many supervisors would come and attend to you. They were very kind and if you happened to faint they would simply carry you out. However, it was more likely all you required was a glass of water.


Having left the grounds I briefly looked back before carrying on. At least I had a few lines from Milton, Keats and friends still drifting around in my head. For the time being that would have to do.









PREPARATIONS


What followed were two years of preparation. By now it was clear that my literary future lay beyond the Equator where Euterpe spread petals over your verses while Calliope arranged them in neat order. Greeting the two of them personally was a dream so I had little choice apart from carrying on dreaming. There were far worse things you could do.


Indeed, the goddess Europa was beckoning and who was I to look aside? No, it simply wasn’t something you did. If anything at all, that would have given the distinct impression that you ignored her beauty. In truth, of her splendour there could not be the slightest doubt.


That may be so, but how could anyone claim that she was so charming if you had never strolled in her fair fields? In my case, that was indeed so since I had never left my homeland.


To be sure I had read, studied and wrote in a part of the world where it was day, while Selene was spreading her brightness over lakes reaching all the way up to Lapland. She too was beckoning and there were moments when her smile took your breath away.


Instead, I had been spending these impressionable years reading about what Europa promised and it was a good deal. Through the works of her most notable writers I was able to glance over the fence, as it were, though the view was a distant one.


For the time being that would have to suffice until circumstance paved a way for me to join those goddesses whiling away their idle hours on the slopes of Mount Olympus.


With that I delved deeper into the works of these great writers. No longer was I being examined to see if I had understood their poems and novels. Instead, I could conduct my own research at liberty to tell if there was a hidden meaning that had escaped my notice.


In addition, was there a message for me in their countless verses and chapters? It was really anyone’s guess and so I delved even deeper. On the surface what you read seemed quite understandable and down under we were accustomed to take people at their word. However, the great writers across the seas often told their tales in riddles and not all of them were easy to solve. For that you needed some experience and I was just starting out.


Besides, it was said the daughters of Europa were a cultured lot who had been raised in surroundings that reached way back into the distant past. Ours, on the other hand, was a young land still searching for an identity. I had no doubt we would find one, though it would take time and mine was limited. Chronos was taking care of that.


Fortunately, I felt free and the feeling that my future was just opening out was an indescribable one. It was said there were many ways leading to Rome and you would have to decide sooner rather than later. Which was the right one? In my case I already knew.


Indeed, these were two years of preparation that I spent as a teacher. In a sense it was a bit like marking time. However, these were not lost years as I taught English and German to both teenagers and adults.


During these classroom hours the great writers reappeared, though this time I happened to be the one who was introducing them. Instead of searching, I was now explaining and it was a somewhat strange state of affairs. Could it mean I had ceased to become a student?


No, I simply could not believe that for I had always been a student and would remain one. And so even as a teacher, I essentially still saw myself as a student who continued to delve ever deeper into these literary masterpieces hoping to uncover facets that may have escaped my attention. They were sure to be hiding beneath the surface.


Inevitably, the words of one of my English teachers were still ringing through my ears. “Now, just look here a moment,” he would remark. “What is the bard really trying to say?”


The outcome is that teacher and students slipped into the role of investigative critics hoping to discover what lay behind a play, poem or novel. At least a certain amount of motivation was the result, though with summer temperatures nearing the century, the task wasn’t easy.


Already I sensed that travel would fill a good deal of my time in Europe, so I decided to test what I could expect later on. It would surely be a fine preparation and so I went about planning it carefully.


However, there was another aspect to it and it had to do with a bad conscience. Clearly I could hear the words: ‘but why leave for Europe since you barely know your own country?’ For this reason I decided to get to know my own land a bit better.


The result was a long bus trip up along the east coast of Australia as far as Northern Queensland. Unfortunately, it was one undertaken during the height of summer which could leave little doubt in the mind of a Southerner what a hot country ours was.


Above all, this journey was to test the viability of a travel diary under extreme climatic circumstances. If it came through unscathed, I felt it would be a good idea to take one along with me to Europe.


By this time I had already begun to keep a diary, although its future was more or less uncertain, rather like my own. Now, if I would be able to keep on recording events during an Australian summer, I felt it was highly unlikely a European winter would be worse. Of course, both were extremes but if I had to choose, I sensed writing in the snow was likely to be less demanding even though I had never seen the white magic.


Indeed, the experience turned out to be a positive one. In spite of keeping on the move each day, I still had enough time left over to record my adventures along the way and there were many. By now there could not be any doubt that ours was a huge land.


Among other places, I visited the small coastal town of Thirroul in New South Wales where the English writer D. H. Lawrence wrote his novel Kangaroo that he based on encounters during his eleven-week stay beside the Pacific Ocean with his German wife Frieda.


The two of them arrived at Fremantle in Western Australia aboard the Orsova on May 4 1922, after which they carried on to Sydney where they only stayed for three days. Nevertheless, I was able to spot a commemorative plaque on a pavement at Circular Quay there bearing witness to his very brief stay. What he clearly needed was quieter surroundings so he moved on.


His Australian novel he completed in just six weeks and was first published in September 1923. From the outset it suffered more than most 20th century works of literature and was mainly due to a mix-up about several revised manuscripts that had begun to circulate. His wife, who was herself an author and translator of German literature, was personally involved in the negotiations, though the outcome was a good deal of confusion.


During my university studies I recall attending a seminar on Kangaroo in the course of which his novel was ripped apart for a number of reasons. The one that lingers in my mind was criticism of a Brit who blows in, hastily writes a novel about Australia before vanishing.


Unlike with Shakespeare, the Aussies did not have the slightest problem with Lawrence’s language as it was of the everyday kind, direct and vivid. The folks frequenting pubs would have said ‘he shoots from the hip.’ At least they did not regard him as a linguistic snob.


By the time I finally reached Queensland I had other things on my mind and the main one was the extreme heat. Down south where I lived temperatures also hit the century, although the heat was of the dry kind, whereas in the northern parts of Australia you were confronted with humidity. Sweating was natural and I was glad I wasn’t living there.


As for my diary, it came through relatively unscathed and that certainly boded well for my planned trip to Europe. There I could not imagine sweat dripping down your body in the summertime, with the possible exception of Greece and Italy.


Back in Adelaide I once again sat down and went through my travel diary. By then I was so enthusiastic about it that I was looking forward to an even greater challenge in Europe. Besides, the trains were said to be so smooth that you could even write in them. Moreover, sleeping in them during the night was unlikely to be a problem.


Weeks later my mind returned to D.H. Lawrence and there was a reason for it. As my fellow countrymen were inclined to say, he had ‘blown in and blown out’ and now I hoped the same thing would not be said of me in Europe. Of course, I was not a writer and simply keeping a travel diary alive was no comparison. However, there was a distinct likelihood I may return to writing poems. The few I had penned in my youth were not to be taken seriously, though perhaps you could rely on Euterpe for inspiration.


With that my preparations continued. Luckily, I still had a whole year in front of me as I began to plan more carefully. If I had regarded myself as a tourist, there would not have been a need to prepare everything so meticulously at such an early stage.


Instead, I was a student even though my student days as such were well and truly over. In this regard l looked upon myself as a student of European culture and in particular it was literature that continued to occupy my free moments. The names of the great writers were all familiar to me, but that did not mean that I had read all their works. On the contrary, the ones I had read and studied were their main ones, but you had to reckon with scores of lesser known ones that had not attracted so much attention.


And so I continued to visit bookshops and read. Of course, I realized the more books I bought, the more I would have to leave behind. That was indeed so, yet I tried to console myself by thinking they were at least in my mind and in that sense they would be accompanying me.


As the year 1970 drew on I was finally able to get a work permit for England. In effect, it amounted to a kind of backup plan if all else failed. In reality, from the outset my heart was set on West Germany. However, that was easier said than done as the main problem was that it was virtually impossible to acquire a work permit for that divided country.


Be that as it may, things weren’t quite as bad as I had feared. As a German teacher of both teenagers and adults, I managed to receive a Goethe Scholarship for a study course in German language and culture in Munich for the following year, together with a teaching option if the need should arise either in Bavaria or elsewhere in West Germany.


By now things were looking up and I was motivated as seldom before. For the moment it appeared my days down under were numbered for half a year, and even longer if I should receive permanent employment. At last my future was beginning to take shape.


In some ways it was still an uncertain one, though you could say I at least had one foot in Europe. It was more or less like being half way there, which would mean somewhere near the Equator.


The rest was simply a matter of being patient and remaining in contact with Europa. She it was who had beckoned me from the very beginning and I was now heeding her call.


However, rather than taking a plane and falling into her arms on the spot, I decided to take my time and book a passage by sea. After all, she was patient and I sensed she wished the same of me. That would at least give me some time to dream along the way as the journey would take four weeks.


In the end it was the Italian passenger liner Marconi I chose on its route via the Indian and Atlantic Oceans and through the Mediterranean Sea to the port of Naples.


By early January 1971 my preparations were completed and I waved farewell from the top deck as the liner sailed out into the vast ocean. Europa was already waiting.









ARRIVAL


The voyage was anything but dull even though I was surrounded by water the whole time. Of course, now and again we did catch sight of land and even stopped at a handful of ports. However, it was essentially water that was our constant companion.


In spite of that, boredom wasn’t an issue as there was plenty of entertainment on board. The Italian crew and staff were taking care of that and there was rarely a dreary moment.


Unforgettable was crossing the Equator which took place under the auspices of Neptune himself. The result was that it transpired during a ceremony that could leave little doubt he was not conducting it for the first time. And when it was finally over, most of us looked about trying to convince ourselves that we had at last entered the Northern Hemisphere.


Most of the voyage I spent in the library and there was a good reason for it. Quite apart from a fine collection of books in several languages from some of the well-known writers, it was there that I was able to attend to my travel diary at a desk.


Understandably, most of the books were in Italian. However, a good number of them were also in English, French and German and they were mainly those household names of authors you associate with a particular language. To my great surprise Goethe’s Italienische Reise was amongst them and I was able to refresh my memory of a land I had never visited, yet felt I had already been there. With each passing day it was drawing closer.


By the time we finally entered the Mediterranean Sea there could be very little doubt that we had almost reached our destination. In fact, on passing through the Strait of Gibraltar we could catch our first glimpses of Europe as the southern coast of Spain emerged.


Of course, by then I was already out on deck trying to imagine we were just passing the Pillars of Hercules that in ancient times were those gigantic rocks at Gibraltar and Ceuta that guarded the western entrance to the Mediterranean Sea. What lay beyond was a mystery.


The other direction was also a mystery, although not for very long. Sooner than anticipated we reached Sicily and the next morning the Golfo di Napoli appeared in the distance with Naples at the end.


At this early hour Europa herself was at the wharf to greet me and I fell into her arms. In spite of the cold season it was a warm greeting and after the long journey I breathed a sigh of relief.


So, this was Europe as I continued to look about. The broad panorama was most certainly spectacular with the Tyrrhenian Sea opening out on one side and Vesuvius on the other. From this distance it looked completely harmless and it was difficult to imagine that in AD 79 it had destroyed the once historic cities of Pompeii, Herculaneum and Stabiae leaving behind little more than ashes. It required a fair bit of fantasy.


A few days later I was already in Rome where it was impossible to overlook some of the great writers of antiquity, albeit in stone. Of course, I had by no means expected to meet them in person, but seeing the likes of Virgil, Ovid, Tacitus, Catullus and others directly in front of me was not something I had experienced in Australia. Not even Julius Caesar himself had got that far during his conquests. In fact, the statue of him I spotted was so striking that I began to wonder if he was still in charge.


With his legions he had crossed the Alps on foot on his way up to Germania, though in my case I preferred to travel by train. Passing between those enormous peaks was an unforgettable experience, including having to change trains in Villach in the middle of the night.


Having finally reached Munich I was glad to settle down for some weeks as I attended lectures and seminars at the Goethe Institute. Intensifying my grasp of the German language and culture in Germany itself was coming at the right time and I took advantage of what I heard and saw. Seminars on German literature were also offered and there were moments when it felt as if I was being introduced to some of the writers for the very first time.


In addition, I went about doing research of my own and it was in relation to the writer Thomas Mann who penned most of his major works here. The house in which he had lived and the places he visited I had already read about down under, but actually seeing them with your own eyes was quite different.


Indeed, it took me a good while to realize that I had landed in Germany. Even the fact that it was a divided country did not diminish the impact. The western part was considerably larger and there would be plenty of scope and time to make further discoveries.


For now it was Bavaria where I had landed and for foreigners it was the part of Germany that seemed most typical. Within sight of the Alps and with countless lakes at your doorstep, there were instants when I asked myself if it would not be advisable to settle down here. The Bavarian dialect was certainly an acquired taste, though wrapping your tongue around some of those southern expressions would surely come with patience.


What followed were five months of travel throughout West Germany, as well as the rest of Western Europe. Although there could be little doubt that the new continent appealed to me, my stay naturally depended on whether or not I would be able to find employment.


The outcome was that I kept on travelling in the hope of seeing as much as possible just in case I might have to return to Australia. There was certainly a good deal to see and even the East European countries were within easy reach, though for the moment I avoided them on account of all the red tape you had to go through.


My great-grandparents came from Saxony in East Germany and by now I had already established contact with their descendants. For the time being that would have to do.


While travelling about in Western Europe it was virtually impossible to ignore the places where the great writers of the past had lived and been inspired. In some cases they had moved about from one place to another which at times almost gave the impression they were searching for inspiration.


This certainly wasn’t the case with Shakespeare who, apart from Stratford where he was born and died, lived for most of the time in London where I stayed for a good while. However, it was Stratford-upon-Avon that meant more to me because of the painting hanging above our piano at home. With the river drifting by I can well imagine that these were the surroundings that inspired his literary output more than what the Thames had to offer.


As for the likes of Milton, Byron, Shelley, Donne, Wordsworth and others, it was more difficult since I had to be on the move as these bards had the habit of moving about a lot.


For poets it is not unusual as different kinds of landscape directly affect how they are stimulated and in this regard England had a good deal to offer. From the Pennine slopes in the north to the gentle hills and dales of Cornwall in the south, you could expect to find what you were looking for. And if that was not enough, Great Britain was an expanding Empire and there was nothing to prevent you from seeking your inspiration abroad.


As for the great novelists, it was largely a different matter as many of them came to be associated with a particular landscape. To some extent this has to do with the fact that novels tend to develop within a certain region or area whereby it is less difficult for the writer to lose track of things. It can also be useful for the plot by making it tighter.


In this respect I spent a good deal of time in an area of the south Pennine hills known as Brontë Country. It is located west of Bradford in West Yorkshire for it was here that the three Brontë sisters – Charlotte, Emily and Anne – wrote novels that have come to be regarded as literary classics.


The first time I became aware of them was at college when Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights (1847) appeared on the syllabus for our final Leaving Honours Examination. Understandably, the name immediately caught my attention when to my surprise I soon discovered that her two sisters also wrote novels, as well as poems.


At the time I recall reaching for my dictionary as it was the very first time I had come across the word ‘wuthering.’ In it I discovered it referred to the wind blowing strongly with a roaring sound. At once I thought of our house on the slopes of the Barossa Valley where at times we likewise would feel a stiff wind blowing, though in the main it resembled a breeze.


More research revealed that Emily also lived in a part of England with gentle slopes. However, unlike our Barossa Valley, it was a region of heather and wild moors and my first reaction was that she lived on one of the peaks. Be that as it may, I was fascinated by the surroundings and began reading this novel at the first opportunity.


In short, I was so gripped by the tale that I wondered why it had taken until my very last year at college to discover the Brontë sisters. Somehow I felt I myself was to blame as by then I had become increasingly interested in what German literature had to offer.


As for her elder sister Charlotte who was two years older, she became known for her novel Jayne Eyre (1847) while Anne, two years younger, made a name for herself through Agnes Grey (1847) and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848).


Together with their brother Branwell, they lived in the tiny village of Haworth where their father was the local parson. Little is known about their early years though later on Branwell, who painted a lot, did a portrait of the three sisters that now hangs in the National Portrait Gallery in London. Their facial expressions clearly indicate that they took literature seriously and that is reflected in their works as well.


As for my student copy of Wuthering Heights that was published by Thomas Nelson & Sons in London and Edinburgh, it likewise has undergone a decent battering. Just like my copies of Shakespeare’s works, I went about scribbling comments and observations in the margins. In retrospect, it is becoming clearer to me that it must have moved me deeply in my youth. For that reason I recently reread a few chapters and was surprised to discover that Emily’s unique style still moves me.


Understandably, I spent a good deal of time in the area exploring spots that were described in her novel. There is even a Brontë Way that I followed for a short distance, and lingered for a while on the Brontë Bridge. And as for the nearby waterfall, not large by any means, a plaque there draws attention to its literary significance.


Sadly, none of the Brontë sisters reached the age of forty, and in the case of Emily she died of tuberculosis when she was thirty years old. In spite of their early deaths, their works in book form have far outlived them and it is no great surprise that they are able to continue an afterlife well beyond the heather and moors of the Pennines.


Clearly, the many impressions I took away with me still lingered in my mind after I left Yorkshire. With that I continued to follow traces of English writers I had read during my student years.


There were a good number of them and I already knew I would not be able to do them all justice. After all, my Britrail ticket was limited, though I was glad that I was at least able to move about freely. Besides, distances in Great Britain were not great and if you wished to save expenses by sleeping in the train, your only real option was between London and Edinburgh.


Having largely neglected the South, I promptly headed in that very direction. With London already behind me, it almost felt as if I was about to head back to continental Europe. However, the changed surroundings soon reminded me of a writer who I had not forgotten since my student years and it was no one less than Thomas Hardy.


Indeed, his Far From the Madding Crowd and The Return of the Native were required reading for our state exams and at the time they had made a deep impression on me. Above all, what moved me most was his vivid description of nature and the landscape in southern England in an area he called Wessex. At the time I recall searching for it on my map, though was unable to find it as it didn’t exist. Could that be so?


Actually, it did exist. However, that was during the Kingdom of the West Saxons, also known as the Kingdom of Wessex, which was in the south of Great Britain from around 519 until Alfred the Great declared himself King of the Anglo-Saxons in 886. For Hardy, on the other hand, it was little more than a fictional region in which his characters could move about.


At the time of reading I was largely unaware of the historical background that, fortunately, did not prevent me from enjoying the novels. And so this area in the southwest of England soon became the accepted designation for his other books that were eventually called the ‘Wessex Novels.’


The outcome was that I moved about in this region for some days soaking up this landscape to the northwest of Bournemouth on the coast. And so I followed in the steps of Tess and some of his other characters as they moved about here and there almost in sight of the European mainland.


At the time the English Channel, without the convenience of a subterranean highspeed railway, ensured that detrimental influences from the Continent did not seep into Victorian literature. Apart from holidays, most British writers preferred to remain at home. They will surely have had their reasons.


Having inhaled a good deal of that fresh Anglo-Saxon air, I finally returned to the Continent and continued travelling about. There was still much to see and little time to waste.


In the train carriages I at least had plenty of time to reflect on this and that and one of the things frequently crossing my mind was that my great-grandfather came from Saxony. Having just arrived from the land of the Anglo-Saxons, it made me wonder how Saxony fitted into the picture. Of course, his Saxony had been in Germany at the time he departed for distant Australia, and now it was across in East Germany.


Worse still, it had become a communist country, although most East Germans preferred to call it a socialist land. Be that as it may, it was under the influence of the Soviet Union, as were most other East European countries. Sadly, I had never been to any of them and now I felt the time had come. As I saw it, you could not simply keep putting it off indefinitely.


In this regard, I felt it might be a good idea becoming familiar with some of the main East German writers. Apart from Stefan Heym, Hermann Kant and Christa Wolf, whose books were all available in the West, I did not know very much about the other writers. Some were allowed to travel to the Buchmesse in Frankfurt, while West German writers now and then visited East Germany’s largest book fair in Leipzig.


Meanwhile, I had reached the Rhine where I spent a good deal of my time. Quite apart from the stunning landscape with its steep banks covered with row after row of vineyards, it was mainly the literature of this popular region that had begun to occupy my attention.


Indeed, countless are the number of German writers who have penned poems and tales about the Rhine during the course of the centuries. Without a doubt it has been a source of inspiration in so many ways to the extent that other rivers begin to pale in comparison. The Danube too has attracted a lot of attention over the years, and its most eye-catching stretch is in Austria known as the Wachau.


Undoubtedly, the most well-known tale about the Rhine is that of the Loreley. Based on a poem by Heinrich Heine, it is about a beautiful maiden who throws herself into the Rhine in despair over a faithless lover and was transformed into a siren who lured fishermen to their destruction.


Over the years the tale has been set to music by several composers, Friedrich Silcher and Franz Liszt among others. As a young student I recall it being sung by the Tanunda Liedertafel male choir at our annual Kaffeeabend evening in the Barossa Valley. One of the leading singers was my brother-in-law Rupert who led the way in German.


Years later, well after I had settled down in Germany, I myself felt inspired to write the novel Loreley Blues (2013) that was a modern interpretation of the Loreley legend. It tells the tale of a young Dresden landscape gardener who leaves his home city for the Rhineland, unaware at the time of the danger that he too might fall for her charms.


Other German rivers have also caught the imagination of writers through the centuries. In this respect the Neckar cannot be overlooked. From its source down on the eastern slopes of the Black Forest, it winds its way past Tübingen, Stuttgart and Heidelberg before joining the Rhine at Mannheim.


Without a doubt it is at its most attractive as it drifts past the university city of Heidelberg with its large Castle overlooking the stream. To study there is the dream of not only German students. The downside is ending up spending all your time admiring the sights. The university, which is the oldest in Germany, was established in 1386.


Apart from rivers, it was mountains that attracted German writers. In this regard it was the Alps that acted like magnets. Besides the Harz Mountains in northern Germany, there were no other ranges in the area so holidaymakers and tourists headed down to Bavaria. Even the foothills easily visible from Munich were usually sufficient to whet your appetite for writing and climbing. In addition, there were a number of beautiful lakes in the vicinity.


Even before reaching West Germany I knew the extent to which the landscape had inspired German writers, but actually seeing all these wonders of nature for yourself was another matter entirely. Here the experience was a three-dimensional one.


In this respect I have often wondered why Thomas Mann did not choose the Bavarian Alps, or even the neighbouring Austrian ones, for his award-winning novel Der Zauberberg (1924). After all, he was still living in Munich at the time of writing. In fact, he had begun writing it in 1913. However, the real reason for it is that his wife Katja had taken ill and required treatment at a sanatorium in Davos, Switzerland.


His stay in that part of the Swiss Alps in the canton of Graubünden obviously inspired him to such an extent that The Magic Mountain was the result. In it he tells the story of Hans Castorp, a patient of the sanatorium, who whiles away his time in the mountain resort that comes to symbolize the moral and intellectual decline of Europe.


Clearly, it was impossible for me not to visit Davos, as well as the picturesque canton in general. The peaks in Switzerland were plainly higher than those in Germany and Austria, and in the main more popular with tourists visiting Europe for the first time.


For writers they obviously had an attraction which is surely why the German novelist Herman Hesse settled down in that small Alpine country. First in Basel and later in Ostermundingen by Bern, he became quite familiar with what the Bernese Alps had to offer and it was a good deal with the Jungfrau and Eiger rising to heights of 4,000 metres.


Later at the age of forty-two he shifted to Montagnola in the canton of Tessin in southern Switzerland and not far from the Italian border. There three years later he wrote his Siddhartha (1922) that became popular with his readers.


As Thomas Mann, he received the Nobel Prize for Literature (1946), as well as numerous prizes within Germany, above all the prestigious Friedenspreis des Deutschen Buchhandels (1955).


Against this Alpine background it would almost appear as if writers needed the stimulation of mountains to bring out the very best in them. In many cases those who received recognition in this regard were born in relatively flat areas and moved into hillier regions later on.


During my early travels through Europe I spent a good deal of time in Austria and that meant it was virtually impossible avoiding mountains. Even in Vienna you were able to see them in the distance.


Unlike in neighbouring Switzerland the names of the highest peaks were not that well known. Even the highest one, the Großglockner (3,798 metres) in the Hohe Tauern range of the Tirol Alps, many of the visitors were hearing about for the first time. However, the moment you reached its foot and looked up, it was quite likely the summit had already vanished in fog and mist and the same went for almost equally high peaks in the area.


The mountains I was most familiar with lay slightly to the east in the state of Salzburg. They were in and around the resort of Badgastein that had enjoyed its heyday during the period of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and was now able to regain its breath.


Such places attracted me. Above all, why were they now less popular? Was it simply because Austria was no longer an Empire with all the glitz and glamour that had accompanied it?


Naturally, you felt sympathetic towards such places that tourists were largely avoiding. Surely, they could not be entirely to blame. It was more likely to be the role that both national and international politics had played at the time and now those once grand hotels were beginning to close down. Even some of the smaller ones were suffering.


And so it was more or less inevitable that I visited Badgastein. As a matter of fact, it turned out to be the start of several visits there over the years. Quite apart from the stunning scenery, I was interested to hear why the guests and visitors I met had decided to come here.


Indeed, what I got to hear was fascinating and it generally had to do with a resort you could expect to be peaceful and quiet. How different things must have been during the long reign of Kaiser Franz Joseph! Finding accommodation at the time would have been difficult, especially during the very popular skiing season. And as for the Emperor and his wife Sisi, they too were frequent guests whereby actually seeing or even meeting them may have been possible.


The outcome of my frequent visits to Badgastein was a long research period that finally resulted in my novel Alpina (2015). By then I had already been writing since the turn of the century and had plenty of time to observe the resort and its lovely surroundings.


Essentially, it is a work about the nature of writing at great heights. Tristan, the main figure, is himself a writer and a lowlander as well and so it is to be expected that getting his novel off the ground will not be an easy task. Besides, the many attractions hold him up, including the philosophy professor Belina and receptionist Babs.


By now there could be little doubt that the charm of Austria and its people had begun to exert an influence over me that likewise accounted for my regular visits to Vienna.


For someone arriving from down under and elsewhere you felt you had come to a city devoted to the muse of music. There could be no doubt about it and your ears were in great demand. In this regard, omitting to visit the State Opera would have been unpardonable.


Unfortunately, I knew little about their writers. Compared to their German counterparts they were largely an unknown quantity. There were of course some exceptions like Robert Musil whose early work Die Verwirrungen des Zöglings Törleß (1906) I had read during my student years, as well as his later novel Der Mann ohne Eigenschaften (1943) that appeared in fragments. Soon after it was forbidden in Austria and Germany he migrated to Zürich.


The dramatist Arthur Schnitzler was likewise a controversial figure whose Reigen (1897) was forbidden in Germany and later reappeared as a private print in a reduced circulation.


Of most interest to me was Schnitzler’s sceptical handling of the social and political life during the Austro-Hungarian Empire at the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth century. In fact, even during my university years in Australia it was something we covered in our History lectures and tutorials, especially in relation to the First World War. However, here was a bold dramatist who was viewing this fin de siècle period with different eyes.


In addition, his criticism of the bourgeois society, particularly in Vienna where he was born and died, was not welcomed in all circles. In this respect there could be little doubt he knew what he was writing about since, unlike so many other authors, he is not known to have written any of his main works elsewhere than in Vienna. Moreover, he continued taking strong stands on social issues until his death at the age of sixty-nine.


Even during my early travels what had begun to fascinate me was the extent to which Austrian writers differed from their German counterparts and that was reflected in their themes.


The one thing in their favour is that they were not writing in a divided country. On the contrary, the loss of their monarchy was already well behind them and since then Austria had become a stable democracy. The social divisions about which Schnitzler had written lay in the past and they could now concentrate on other issues, one of which was the environment.


For their part, German writers of the early seventies were largely involved with politics. Above all, it was mirrored in the writings and public appearances of Heinrich Böll and Günter Grass. The fragile relations between West and East Germany occupied a good deal of their spare time and in this regard they were untiring. Besides, they were close friends of Willy Brandt both before and after he became Chancellor.


In a very direct way Brandt’s Ostpolitik not only ‘consumed’ politicians of both political spectrums, but countless writers as well. For many of them it soon became an existential concern, especially if they had relatives living beyond the border. Indeed, it didn’t take me long to realize I was in the very same situation, although I wasn’t a politician, nor a writer at this early stage. All I could really do was to hope that conditions would improve.


At night in my hotel room I would eagerly lean forward on my chair and watch West German politicians being interviewed on the very latest negotiations between the two Germanys, and in some cases the journalists were writers. They were certainly getting their information straight from the horse’s mouth, and at times I wondered if the resulting poems, novels or whatever could be regarded as works of art.


As for Australia, I was unable to recall that there was such a close relationship between writers and politicians. Of course, the situation was an entirely different one as ours was not a divided country.


Now, years later, I have become increasingly sceptical of this close liaison, with the exception of matters relating to the environment. After all, we share the same wonders of nature.


Indeed, while travelling about there were moments when I found it hard to realize that I had already arrived in Europe as many of my experiences were an extension of what had occupied my mind down under. At least I was now seeing everything with my own eyes.









THE NORDIC MUSE


During childhood there were places you hoped to visit one day because of the tales you heard being read to you. However, at that receptive age there was no way of knowing if they existed. Maybe they were nothing more than a figment of the imagination.


One of those places was Scandinavia. What it really was there was no way of telling. Perhaps it more or less resembled our very own Barossa Valley with its hills and vineyards. However, I somehow doubted it as it was said to snow a lot in that distant place, whereas we could do little more than guess what the white magic was like.


Naturally, at that early age I was unable to read and so I simply imbibed what I heard coming from the lips of my mother and sisters. Essentially, it was a cold place where snow covered the countryside for most of the year. Besides, apart from trudging through it, you got about on skis since it was easier than walking.


Now and then the sun did shine and when it did the landscape was transformed into so much greenery that you wondered what had become of all the snow. It had simply vanished from sight.


Few people were said to inhabit that faraway land and sadly I didn’t know any of them … with one exception. She was a princess who got about in the snow in her bare feet. At the start I found that unbelievable, though she was never known to complain. And as for keeping warm, she bore a crown of candles on her head except when she slept.


Moreover, she was beautiful. Long blonde hair she had reaching well below her shoulders and it was as white as the snow she was moving through. For that reason it wasn’t easy recognizing her against that background. And as for her eyes, they were as blue as the water of the lakes dotted around the countryside.


Later my mother explained she was the Lucia princess and that her real name was Svea because she came from Svealand. It was said to be in Scandinavia where it happened to be night while here the Australian sun was burning our skin, so my mother made sure I remained indoors.


And so, bit by bit, I learnt more about that remote land. It was rumoured to be well beyond the Equator and, according to what you heard, that was on the other side of the world.


In this case it was on the upper side, while we lived on the lower side. It was a bit unfortunate as there was always the likelihood you might fall off. At least, that was the impression you got as people were beginning to say we lived down under. The rest were well above us, although we were able to breathe normally and that went for sleeping as well.


As for my mother, she never complained and urged me to do the same. It was surely sound advice and I took great care not to trip over or fall.


These, essentially, were my first literary impressions and they were coming at an early stage of my life well before I was able to read for myself. They were oral ones and as such were likely to remain in one’s consciousness for a while.


In my case, they have remained so until this day and inspired me to take up writing. Without them, who can really tell if I would have written my very first novel?


No, writing about Sweden while sweating down under would have been an enormous challenge. Besides, my Nordic Muse would have been missing. After all, she has been accompanying me from the outset and without her I can’t imagine I would have reached for my pen.


Indeed, without inspiration there is little point in writing. Your imagination would dry up far quicker than an Australian wayside pool and you would be left looking about.


In essence, these early years were ones of dreaming. It was something you were able to do better indoors rather than outside under the burning sun. There you tanned your body at the beach, while it was my mind that had to be nourished if it was to develop.


And so I kept on dreaming. By now I had become quite used to it and it was something I could even do in crowded examination halls. There your mind had to be in top form with little time to relax.


Entering the world down under had been determined by Tyche and there was little I could do about it. Now it was Idun who would take care of me by looking after the golden apples. They were said to keep you young and who was I to doubt her wisdom?


Literature has to begin somewhere and in this case they were Nordic impulses that were already at work at a relatively early stage. I suppose I could have gone about resisting them, but it was the last thing on my mind.


Now as an avid reader, I was able to delve into what Nordic literature had to offer and it was a good deal. Sadly, the works of their writers were not on our syllabus so I had to search alone. However, even in translation they were able to make an impression on my youthful mind.


In addition, films on Sweden and the Swedes were able to make that distant land and its people less of a mystery, even from this great distance. For that you had to be thankful.


In this regard it was the films of Ingmar Bergman I watched night after night in the Union Hall of the Adelaide University. These Bergman film weeks were at least an introduction for students who had never been to Sweden and now hoped to learn this and that about the country and its people. It was quite different to what we were used to.


This happened to be the very first time I had heard of Bergman. In reality, it turned out to be the start of a long relationship that has lasted until this day. Without his skills as a film and theatre director I would have been kept guessing for much of the time, and not even the fact that his productions were in black and white was a hindrance.


From the outset I was captivated as bit by bit glimpses of this Nordic land opened out on the large screen. While scenes showing endless snow unfolded in front of us, we were sweating in a hot hall on the other side of the world, though that was neither here nor there.


Instead, it was the dramatic scenes that were capturing our attention. If it did not happen to be Smiles of a Summer Night (1955) on one day, then you could reckon with Wild Strawberries (1957) or The Face (1958) on another. Others soon followed like The Seventh Seal (1957) and by the time the week was over you felt you were returning from a distant land.


Adjusting to our own way of life was not easy and at times I felt I had been reading a tense tale. Of course, by now it was obvious that Bergman amounted to an acquired taste and not everyone became a fan of his vision de la vie. Ours was far more optimistic.


In spite of that he appealed to young people which I found puzzling. He was born in Uppsala that was Sweden’s oldest university city and I wondered how it differed from ours. Naturally, it was an unfair comparison and at the time I wasn’t sure if Bergman had studied there.


Be that as it may, more films followed during the course of my five university years which prompted me to purchase all his film scripts in book form. As I read them the impression I got is that he was essentially a writer whose books had become so successful that they were turned into films. He was likely to be a kind of multi-talent.


Above all, it was his Smultronstället (Wild Strawberries) that moved me to such an extent that in later years it inspired me to write Bengt’s Last Summer (1999). Unlike Bergman’s 78-year-old doctor, portrayed sensitively by the actor Victor Sjöström, my own Professor Bengt Svensson comes from the southern university city of Lund and travels north to Dalarna where each year he spends his summer holidays painting and catching butterflies.


During my Adelaide years there was no way of knowing that I too would later spend my summer holidays in Sweden. Year after year I returned to those lovely resorts around Lake Siljan in the province of Dalarna several hours northwest of Stockholm.


As for Bergman himself, I stayed in the same hotel in which he and his small group of actors and actresses lodged while they were performing at Dramaten which is the Royal Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm. Since then I always book into the Hotell Örnsköld at Nybrogatan 6 which adjoins the theatre and I have remained faithful to my room 104 with its fine desk.


In retrospect, I find it quite amazing how my early awareness of Sweden has remained until this very day and has turned into a close relationship. Goodness only knows what may have been the outcome if it had not been for Bergman! One can only speculate.


Since those early years three additional novels on Sweden have followed: The Magic River (2006), Strawberry Dreams (2008) and Selene (2011). Only time will tell if more are likely to follow.


Indeed, writing about Sweden is not easy for a number of reasons and perhaps the main one has to do with the people themselves. Unlike inhabitants living south of the Alps where you can expect the sun to shine more than in the far North, many of the folks are by nature introspective. Essentially, it is a climatic thing and I was mindful of it from the outset.


I suppose you could say I had been warned by Bergman since his films portray the Swedes as inward-looking, and in some cases even soul-searching. To say that same thing of my own fellow countrymen would require a fair amount of imagination as climatically we have been blessed by Helios who is forever out and about whipping his frisky steeds across our blue Australian skies. He has his hands full.


Indeed, delving into the soul of a Swede is nothing less than a challenge and you have to be patient. At least it is something I had inherited from my parents so the Swedish characters in my novels took a good deal of time and effort to portray. Unlike in some other countries, it wasn’t simply a matter of checking their facial expressions. On the contrary, you had to dig deeper.


So, it is against this background that one can understand my countless trips to Sweden. Of course, these fascinating folks were only one reason for these yearly pilgrimages since the landscape too attracted me.


Fortunately, it was less of a challenge as it opened out on a grand scale like a colourful carpet. From Skåne in the deep south to Lapland in the far north there could be little doubt that it was an enormous country. In fact, it was far larger than a unified Germany with a population of only some nine million. In other words, the likelihood of tripping over people was remote. Instead, you at times had to take care not to bump into elk. However, like the people, these amiable creatures were shy.


At the start I concentrated my attention on the south as from both Hanover and Hamburg it could easily be reached in a day. Essentially, it was flat with very little to hinder you from looking far into the distance.


In the summertime it was above all the many beaches that attracted tourists from far and wide and in some cases they reminded me of our amazing Australian ones. Especially those along the west coast of Halland I visited a lot since the sand was fine with pleasant dunes in the background stretching right up along the coast as far as Göteborg.


Slightly beyond Sweden’s second biggest city lay the two largest lakes of the land: Vänern and Vättern. In reality, they resembled inland seas whereby it was quite impossible to see the opposite banks. There I spent some of my time writing and wandering about.


Most of my writing I did in Stockholm where I stayed for longer periods. In a sense it amounted to getting back my breath before setting off for the far North that was still several days away.


If I happened to be impatient I could just reach Stockholm in a single day from North Germany. Besides, there was always the chance that I might bump into Bergman himself.


Writing in the same hotel in which he and his actors and actresses resided was a circumstance that was at times difficult for me to grasp. In this case it served as an additional motivation by trying to come to terms with these residents, as well as those living elsewhere in Sweden. Could you expect it to be beneficial while I delved deeper into the Swedish psyche? It was like attempting to peer through a curtain.


My desk alone was motivation pure as I summarized my daily adventures. In addition, to what extent would I be able to use them for novels that did not have a Stockholm background? Each locality was different and you had to take care not to generalize.


Inevitably, water played a role in Stockholm as the place was literally built on it. Beyond the very heart of the city the archipelago spread out. This skärgård was enormous and included countless tiny islands where many Stockholmers had a second home close to the water’s edge. In order to reach it you naturally needed a boat, and preferably one of your own. In essence, it amounted to owning a second car.


Indeed, writing about Stockholm was a challenge as my travel diary began to swell. Maintaining one was always a way of testing if a novel was in some way feasible. Countless are the times when I considered writing one about Stockholm only to shelve it for the time being.


The reason behind it was clear the more often I arrived. At no time did I feel I had got to know the Stockholmers sufficiently well to write about them for they were an elusive lot. To blame was partly the archipelago itself that had chopped up the place into a mixture of land and water. For this reason the residents were forever moving about and just when you felt you were at last making a bit of progress getting to know them better, they vanished.


In this regard writing about Vienna was much easier. With the blue Danube flowing through the centre and gentle slopes in the background, it was virtually impossible to get lost. In Stockholm on the other hand, all you needed to do was to turn round several times and you had already lost your orientation. Not even a compass would have been of much help.


The contrast between the two capitals could not have been greater. Whereas Vienna was, among other things, a city of music, Stockholm was one on water. As such, it was hard getting the two of them mixed up when I finally wrote The Vienna Symphony (2017).


Throughout my European years I could easily feel these two cities courting my favour. At times it was so extreme that the moment I arrived in Stockholm I immediately asked myself why I wasn’t in Vienna where you could even hear the delightful melodies of Johann Strauß echoing through the subway washrooms. On the other hand, having just reached Vienna, I could plainly feel my conscience reminding me that I should be up at the archipelago in order to start work on a Stockholm novel.


Indeed, this whole matter has not been resolved and I already know it is certain to cost me additional sleepless nights. At least there is no danger of one’s mind atrophying. Geographically as well, I am caught here in the middle as the tussle continues.


This north-south dichotomy has had an influence on my style of writing which I have noticed over the years. Essentially, it most certainly isn’t something that happens overnight, but is a gradual development as your prose matures. As with your biological development, your language mellows as you no longer look on life with the eyes of a youngster.


Actually, it all began in Australia when Europe represented the north, while we lived in the south. Besides, we were poles apart separated by the Equator and a good deal of water. Nevertheless, it was something you accepted and thought nothing of it.


Now, years later, I have come to look upon this contrast with different eyes and not only those of a geographer. From a historical and cultural standpoint as well, you soon notice the difference and this naturally has an increasing effect on your style.


Writing in Europe was a whole lot different from doing so down under. Of course, in Australia I had not written any novels. Apart from university essays and keeping a diary, there were merely a few poems I had penned in my youth. In addition, since leaving home as a young teenager I had commenced a weekly correspondence with my parents.


Having settled down in Europe, I became mindful how different it was gathering your thoughts together before reaching for a pen. The outcome was that you usually thought twice before formulating a decent sentence. What on earth lay behind it?


From the very outset I was aware that I was now writing in a place with a long literary tradition reaching well back into the distant past. Moreover, even though I did not happen to be writing in Ancient Greek or Latin, you could argue that if you took your métier seriously you were more or less going about your work where others had left off. Perhaps they had not been able to finish what they had started, or had died prematurely.


Having read many of the works of the great masters while in Australia, you naturally reflect a good while before you yourself launch into a novel. At the start you are surrounded by doubts and uncertainties on all sides and there are moments when you begin to wonder if your tale will even get off the ground. It is nothing less than daunting.


With one novel already behind you, things begin to look a bit different. In my case, I was even annoyed with myself for not having begun earlier. Indeed, I had been overawed by my favourite authors and that had served as a deterrent. No, I had showed far too much respect and deference.


Fortunately, it was the Nordic Muse who helped me out and inspired me to go my own way. In retrospect, she was far wiser than I had imagined and the least I could do was to show gratitude.


The outcome was that she led the way and all I needed to do was to follow. It was really as simple as that and I could barely believe my good fortune. Besides, not even a map or compass did we require in spite of Sweden’s enormous size. It was hard to grasp.


And so the long journey north began. If I had considered the southern part of the country to be large, I could now expect to be in for a surprise. In fact, the far greater part of Sweden lay in the opposite direction.


From the very outset the vast plains and forests appealed to me and they were endless. With the Norwegian mountain ranges away to your left while the Gulf of Bothnia opened out on your right, there was little likelihood of getting lost. In effect, it was merely a matter of following the road ahead.


In my case it was mainly the railway line that led the way. However, now and again I needed to take a bus, especially if I wished to branch out and visit a lake or tiny stream in the area. A particularly attractive one was the Ljusnan with the pretty resort of Ljusdal on its banks. The stream itself flowed down from the nearby Norwegian mountains and along its course there were countless campsites waiting for holidaymakers.


These were the surroundings that inspired me to write Selene (2011) and I knew the area well. For a while her holiday job keeping the local cemetery tidy was enough but didn’t satisfy her, so what was there to stop her from leaving home and paddling off in her tiny canoe? Nothing really, so her adventures began.


Further north I usually paused for a while to recapture my breath in Östersund on the beautiful Lake Storsjön. Part of the attraction there were the many myths surrounding a monster that occasionally appeared out of the water and scared hapless locals and visitors who just happened to be strolling along its shores. I had been warned.


Indeed, pausing in Östersund was in most cases necessary as what followed after that was a long stretch of heavily wooded forestland extending all the way up to Lapland in the far North.


Much of the time I spent writing in the train, although the conditions were not always ideal. The inrikes järnväg was not electrified and rather bumpy in places and my travel diary had to put up with a good deal.


Apart from writing, there was little else to do. Of course, there was plenty of time to look out of the window in the hope of catching glimpses of a bear or elk that might have strayed close to the line. However, they were shy creatures and you had to be lucky to see one. Even spotting a white elk was rare and reason to reach for your diary.


For many years the extreme North had occupied my mind both down under and here in Europe. If anything, it had come to symbolize something that was unattainable and in this case it was a place.


Now, after a good while, I had finally reached it. So, what would become of me? It was hard to tell and at first I barely knew what to make of the encounter. In short, it was like reaching your goal.


Surprisingly, even the indigenous people I met – now called Saami – who went about their everyday life just like other humans. However, if there was a difference, they kept on the move more than most other folks as they followed their reindeer herds.


Eventually, I settled down in Hamburg where I had a better chance to study and evaluate my Nordic experiences. For that I clearly needed a whole lot of time of which I fortunately had a good deal.


During my afternoon walks I was able to get most things into some kind of perspective. The first one that struck me is that Sweden was even further north than Hamburg that, for its part, was in North Germany. Now, that was plainly something any fifth grader would have discovered during a geography lesson. In my case it took a bit longer.


Quite apart from being a geographical aspect, it was really a question of how you looked at the very nature of things. Essentially, it was a matter of drawing back for a moment and endeavouring to look at life objectively. If anything at all, it was one of those things I learnt from the Swedes who happened to cross my path. Unlike south of the Alps, you reacted somewhat differently around the North Sea and Baltic coasts. In this regard Bergman knew what he was talking about.


Character-wise, I felt the climate played a role. There could be little doubt about it since writing and climate went together hand in hand. In other words, it was senseless writing if you didn’t feel comfortable. The gentle breezes of Aegir himself were most refreshing as they drifted across the Gulf of Bothnia above the waves of his nine daughters. Under those conditions writing was nothing less than a pleasure.


Writing in Hamburg was likewise relaxing as here too we enjoyed a moderate climate. Then I would pause briefly as one by one countless images of my last stay in the North reappeared in front of me.


After that there was simply no time to waste whatsoever as who could tell for how long they would remain? It was anyone’s guess. Getting them down into my notebook was my first priority. There they would linger for a while as at a later time the likelihood that they might be integrated into a novel was fairly high. It was something you had to reckon with.


Already I was feeling better as bit by bit my experiences gained up in the far North were beginning to take shape. Rarely were they spontaneous and if they were, you had to take care you had chosen the right word.


Essentially, what I learned in Sweden was the concept of lagom. On hearing about it for the first time I barely knew what to make of it. Indeed, with each visit I learned more about it and how over the years it had helped to shape the Swedish mentality.


Basically, it was all about moderation. In whatever they did from early on the children were taught to avoid angry outbursts. Instead, striving for self-control and restraint was your motivation. The first time I heard the expression en lagom lång promenad I was rather amused as I was unsure how long it meant I should go walking. My stints were usually quite long ones.


At that very moment I was strolling along a beach with a friend from Laholm and after some twenty minutes I suggested we stop and turn back, upon which he merely grinned.


Back in Hamburg I began to wonder if lagom could have some consequences for my writing. For days I let the concept pass through my mind and the result was that I felt it might be helpful by balancing my sentences.


Of course, that depended on what you were writing about. Quite often writers tended to go to extremes in order to add drama to the plot and in such cases I felt it would be unsuitable. Besides, it depended on the temperament of the writer as well. In that regard comparing Swedish authors with their Italian counterparts was not easy.


As for the themes, rarely did you find Swedish writers include the monarchy in their works. In Austria it was different during the period of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Kaiser Franz Joseph and the Empress Sisi had caught the public attention from early on and that included poets, novelists and journalists.


There was certainly plenty to write about them even though Sisi avoided the limelight soon after getting married as a teenager. If anything, that made her even more appealing to the press. Having finally settled down in her Villa in the Vienna Woods, one would have thought she had at last found the solitude she had always been seeking. As this was not the case she often left Austria and went travelling elsewhere.


For some reason the Swedish monarchs did not capture the public attention to the same degree, so there was less for the authors to write about in that respect. Even class issues as in Austria wasn’t an overriding theme as Sweden was what may be regarded as a mainly egalitarian society.


Instead, personal relations were at the forefront against a background in which the power of nature played a decisive role. Bergman himself had taken the lead and others followed. Above all, the changing relationships between men and women were described in minute detail and then depicted by his many talented actors and actresses on the stage and screen.


Nature too played a role. How could it be otherwise in a land with such long rivers and huge forests? As for the rivers, most of them flowed in an easterly direction from the Norwegian mountains until they finally emptied into the Gulf of Bothnia. One I knew particularly well which I called The Magic River (2006). It was the Klarälven that I followed right up into Norway after which I carried on to Trondheim.


As for the enormous forests that were pretty well everywhere in Sweden, the poets and novelists were unable to avoid them. Why should they? In many cases they extended to the very outskirts of the large cities and could easily be reached on foot.


And as for lakes, they too were everywhere with only Finland having more. Some were hidden away in the forests and were not always easy to find. In that case they were ideal for those seeking solitude and seclusion. That didn’t only apply to holidaymakers, but especially to writers in search of inspiration beyond the streets and avenues of towns and cities. Who could really blame them? Some stayed for months.


By now it wasn’t only Bergman who had attracted my attention. Each time I returned from the North I was eager to become more familiar with those other Swedish thinkers and writers who had made a name for themselves. Most of them were not as well-known as their British or German counterparts and part of it had to do with the language in which they were writing.


One of them was Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772). Strangely, most of his works he wrote in Latin and so they only had a limited circulation. Essentially, he was one of those beings who had always been difficult to categorize as he was not only a writer, but a mystic, theologian, philosopher and scientist as well. In that regard he is often compared to Goethe.


Although he was born in Stockholm, he was the son of a professor of theology at Uppsala and that is where he studied and spent much of his time. Like Goethe he travelled extensively in Europe and so gained experience in a wide range of fields, including technology and engineering.


However, it was mainly as a thinker for which he came to be known both in Sweden and beyond. At the advanced age of fifty-three he entered a spiritual phase in which he began to encounter dreams and even visions. The outcome was a kind of spiritual awakening during the course of which he was known to converse with angels, demons and other spirits. These were recorded in what came to be his Journal of Dreams.


What followed were some thirty volumes of spiritual revelations in Latin, the bestknown undoubtedly being his Vera Christiana Religio (1771) that later led to what came to be known as Swedenborgianism. Basically, it was a denomination of Christianity consisting of several historically related Churches that all followed Swedenborg’s writings.


During one of my walks a fleeting thought crossed my mind that caused me to stop in my tracks. It was about the figures of Luther, Swedenborg and Freud. As different as they were, I tried to imagine a rendezvous of the three on the banks of a quiet Swedish lake. What an event that would have been! In fact, I would have been quite prepared to leave my desk for a while to be present at the lakeside meeting.


A Swedish writer of a quite different kind was Selma Lagerlöf (1858-1940). Of course, she lived almost two centuries later and was essentially a novelist. In addition, she devoted a good deal of her time to pacifism.


In my case I became familiar with her writings at a time when I already knew Sweden reasonably well. The outcome was that I eventually decided to get to know the province of Värmland better for that is where she was born and lived for most of her life.


Like Dalarna, Värmland was known all over Sweden as a place where tales and legends were widespread. How it all came about in the first place surely had to do with the attractive landscape as it was a region of gentle slopes and serene lakes. Forests too were not missing and they also played a role in her works.


Lagerlöf is often called ‘the soul of Sweden.’ In part, it has to do with her highly imaginative depiction of events and delicate style. Moreover, she was the first woman to receive the Nobel Prize for Literature (1909). In addition, she was the first female to be granted membership in the Swedish Academy (1914).


She was born in Mårbacka which is near the resort of Sunne. The first time I visited her home I was both surprised and impressed by the surroundings as they are quite unique in Sweden. Sunne itself is situated between two very long and narrow lakes: Övre Fryken to the north and Nedre Fryken to the south with just a slender stretch of water separating them and it was nearby that she was able to find the solitude she needed for her writing.


Her first major work was Gösta Berlings Saga (1891) that was well received and established her as a writer of substance. It tells the tale of a fallen priest and in the form of episodes is based on the legends of her own native Värmland. The same goes for her trilogy on the Löwensköld family (1928) that took some three years to write.


Her most popular book, however, is undoubtedly Nils Holgerssons underbara resa genom Sverige (1907). It is essentially a children’s book telling the exciting tale of Nils Holgersson’s wonderful journey through Sweden. Unfortunately, he is a naughty boy who tortures animals and never listens to his parents until one day he wakes up and discovers he has become an elf. Understandably he is puzzled, yet climbs onto a gander’s back and flies away joining a flock of wild geese. As he is carried around Sweden, Nils learns everything about birds, animals, his very own country and good behaviour as well. The result was a timeless classic that is still loved by generations of children around the world.


In addition to her literary works, Lagerlöf worked in her early years as a teacher and also travelled a good deal in Europe. Later on she got involved in political issues and turned into a pacifist and feminist well before such activities became household words.


A writer of a quite different calibre both thematically as well as stylistically is the Swedish dramatist and novelist August Strindberg (1849-1912). If anything, he is more akin to Ingmar Bergman and I can well imagine that the two males are at present undergoing special courses in lagom for adult writers in the skies well above Sverige.


Although I have never been a great fan of his works, it is virtually impossible to avoid or even overlook him. In fact, his name even cropped up on our English syllabus at the Adelaide University, though all I did was browse through some of his dramas to claim I had more or less read them. If I had realized at the time that he has come to be known as one of Sweden’s greatest modern writers, I may have taken his work more seriously.


Like Swedenborg, he was born in Stockholm and strangely, many years later, he was influenced by that 18th century mystic. He likewise went up to Uppsala to study, but failed to complete his university course there so he promptly returned down to Stockholm.


However, those early years were not devoted to writing. Instead, he managed to find work as a private tutor and actor for a while, before turning to journalism and work as a librarian.


These years turned out to be turbulent ones and included three unsuccessful marriages. Without the idyllic surroundings of Selma Lagerlöf ’s Värmland, he wandered about in Stockholm before turning his back on Sweden for a short stay in Paris.


However, he was soon on the move again and moved down to Ouchy and later Weggis, both in Switzerland. By the time he reached Lake Constance the first signs of insanity were already surfacing.


By then he had written a number of works, including Röda Rummet (1879) that was a satirical novel and caused an uproar, especially in Stockholm where it was written. Indeed, from early on his relationship with the Swedish capital had been ambivalent and he had never felt entirely at home there surrounded by so much water.


As for plays, his first major one was Mäster Olof (1872) that he wrote at the age of twenty-three in Stockholm and more followed. As with Bergman, they all depict tension between the sexes that was clearly a reflection of what he had experienced in his own life. ‘Happiness consumes itself like fire,’ he wrote in Ett Drömspel (1901). ‘It cannot burn eternally but must die.’


Indeed, this confession essentially sets the mood for most of his literary works. However, unlike Bergman, I feel they were reflecting his many conflicts rather than trying to depict Swedes in general.


By the time he returned to Paris he was already suffering from schizophrenia, although the mental illness did not prevent him from continuing his career as a writer. On the contrary, one almost gets the impression that it motivated him and the characters he wrote about.


Towards the end of his dramatic life Strindberg slipped into a new role and helped to run the Intima Theatre in Stockholm. In fact, he even wrote a number of chamber plays that were performed in what can only be described as intimate surroundings.


His death in Stockholm at the age of sixty-three marked the end of an era. By then it was already clear there were unlikely to be any imitators of both his life and style. Indeed, his lifestyle had been that of a writer living to extremes and his achievement was that for a good many years he had been successful in not falling over the edge.


Anyone reading Strindberg for the first time may find it hard to believe that one is reading the work of a Swedish author, and that the characters he is describing are Swedish. Some critics have even gone so far as to question his honesty by claiming that he can’t possibly be portraying genuine Swedes. In that case they may merely have been a figment of his fantasy.


Be that as it may, theatres around the world continue to have his plays on the programme and there is surely a reason for it. Dramas presenting conflicts will likely draw larger crowds than those whose characters are filled with the milk of human kindness.


A Swedish writer of a quite different kind was Vilhelm Moberg (1898-1973). Unlike Swedenborg, Bergman and Strindberg, his childhood and youth took place against a rural background as he was born on a small farm outside the town of Emmaboda in the southern province of Småland.


His schooling was only limited, though as a child he was an avid reader. In a sense one can say he was largely self-educated. Later on he worked as a farmer and forest labourer and even dabbled in glassblowing that was popular in the area. However, his future seemed bleak and in 1916 he nearly followed his uncle and aunt to the United States in the hope of a better future.


Indeed, it took until 1926 before Moberg finally made his breakthrough as a playwright when his comedy Kassabrist had a reasonably successful run up in distant Stockholm. Later his autobiographical novel A Soldier with a Broken Rifle largely reflected the downtrodden classes of his forebears.


As a playwright Moberg wrote thirty-eight works for the stage as well as for radio. Later on he caught the attention of Bergman who adapted some of his plays as feature films. Many of them depicted the country life he had known so well in his early years by describing the traditions and customs of rural Småland. As such they have become documents of social history.


His ambitious two-volume Min Svenska Historia (My Swedish History) was finally published in 1971 shortly before his sad death. He had intended it to have more volumes, but due to tragic circumstances he was unable to finish it. Later it was translated into English.


Undoubtedly, Moberg’s most well-known work in a career spanning more than 45 years is a four-volume series of novels portraying the mass migration of Swedes to America in the 19th century. Indeed, it caught my attention at a time when I was deeply involved in postgraduate studies on emigration at the Hamburg University and I was urged to read it.


The first volume was entitled The Emigrants (1951) and described the background to a substantial number of Swedes from largely rural areas leaving their farms in the hope of a better future across the Atlantic. Three years later Unto a Good Land (1954) followed, depicting the crossing and arrival in the United States. The Settlers (1961) illustrated their dire struggles in the likewise rural areas of Minnesota, and finally The Last Letter Home (1961) rounded off the tetralogy.


During these years Moberg himself lived in America. There he settled down in Carmel-by-the-Sea in sunny California where he wrote the novels. In a sense his childhood dream had become reality.


The resonance of these novels went well beyond what the author had expected. The result was a total of three films as well as a musical. And so a theme that on the surface may not have seemed earth-shattering was brought to audiences not only in America, but around the world. By then Moberg had returned to Sweden where he had plenty of time to reflect on plans he had once held of migrating across the Atlantic.


As Moberg, Astrid Lindgren (1907-2002) also came from the province of Småland, though was essentially a writer of children’s books. However, during the course of her long life she likewise gained a reputation that soon spread beyond Sweden.


Her background was similarly a rural one. She grew up in Näs near Vimmerby and after finishing school she took a job with the local newspaper before moving to Stockholm as a secretary.


As a writer of fiction and screenplays, she is undoubtedly best known for her more than 30 books for children. Pippi Långstrump (1945) has become one of the most beloved children’s books in the world and has been translated into more than a hundred languages.


However, a number of her other characters like Emil of Lönneberga and Kalle Blomquist have also attracted the attention of scores of children, and not only in Sweden.


The manner in which she described children in her books reflected the way she felt they should be treated in real life. From the outset she made her opposition to the corporal punishment of children plain and the outcome was the first law on the matter in 1979. In addition, she campaigned for animal welfare as she felt they also had rights. It was something she outlined a year earlier in a speech on receiving the ‘Peace Prize of the German Book Trade.’


Lindgren died in Stockholm. According to Dagens Nyheter, it was described as the closest thing one can get to a state funeral and included royal attendance. However, she was buried in her beloved Småland where her childhood home is open to the public with a museum and theme park nearby.


Indeed, the Nordic Muse was not only active in Sweden, but in neighbouring Norway as well. That mountainous terrain likewise produced fine writers who were inspired by what nature had to offer and it was a good deal.


The most famous one was without a doubt Henrik Ibsen (1828-1906). As both a playwright and theatre director, his successes stamped him as possibly the most influential dramatist of the 19th century.


I first became familiar with him and his works while studying English at the Adelaide University as several of his plays were on the syllabus. My initial taste indicated they were quite different to what I had come to expect from the likes of George Bernard Shaw, Oscar Wilde or James Joyce. Of course, I was reading them in English and have no doubt that his Norwegian would have been even more powerful.


Actually, he wrote his plays in what has been described as Dano-Norwegian and were published by the Danish publisher Gyldendal. What lies behind this anomaly is clearly the close linguistic as well as cultural relations between these two Nordic countries, even though a good deal of the North Sea separated them. Generally, Ibsen is regarded as one of the founders of modernism in theatre and is often referred to as ‘the father of realism.’


He was born in the coastal town of Skien in the province of Telemark. It was in southern Norway and not all that far from Christiania, now known as Oslo. Unlike so many other writers of the times, he was most fortunate that his parents belonged to the merchant elite. His distant ancestors had Danish, German and Norwegian blood and in a sense you could say he had a Hanseatic background. It was surely a comfortable start to life.


However, would that help him as an artist? Thomas Mann’s background was quite similar and in his case it was easy to see what effect it had on his early development.


In Ibsen’s case his father’s business firm went bankrupt in 1836 and the result was that Henrik pursued an apprenticeship as a pharmacist in Grimstad for six years. Unfortunately, the work did not appeal to him and the outcome was that he became more interested in the theatre.


With that he moved to Christiania and matriculated at the age of twenty-two. Soon after that he wrote his very first drama Catilina (1850). However, it was turned down by the main theatre there with the result that he packed his bags and left for Bergen.


If anything, that turned out to be fine practice for what was to follow since a good part of his life consisted in travelling from one theatre to another, and not only in Norway. On the contrary, down in Rome, Sorrento, Dresden, Munich and elsewhere he was active both writing and performing his works. In a way you might call him a wanderer between different worlds. I can’t imagine it was relaxing, yet it undoubtedly increased his poetic vision.


In Bergen on the west coast he became the literary manager of the National Theatre. However, six years later he was back in Christiania where he became dramaturge of the large Norske Teatret. During this phase he married the Bergen pastor’s daughter Suzannah Thoresen and also became the literary adviser at the Christiania Theatre.


During this early period he was clearly able to gain experience in how to run a theatre and how audiences reacted to the themes that were presented. However, the act of actually writing plays was another matter entirely and it was something that even inspired him beyond the borders of Norway.


The dramatic poem Brand (1866), for example, came about while in Rome and what is perhaps remarkable about it is that it happened while he was in a Catholic country and maybe even within sight of the Vatican itself. In it the radical young pastor Brand is bent on carrying through his very own ideas of God in spite of considerable opposition. Even its verse form was eventually adapted for stage performances.


His work Peer Gynt (1867) was also written in Italy, though this time in the spectacular surroundings of Sorrento. By now the extent to which his foreign experiences were influencing his creativity was becoming apparent. Climatically as well as culturally, there was clearly more dividing the two countries than was able to hold them together, not to mention the religious differences. These times were surely challenging.


For this reason it appears strange that the five-act play, written in verse, begins in the Norwegian mountains, moves down to the North African desert and back again. Was that why he chose to write it in Sorrento so that he could be between the events?


So much about Ibsen’s composition remains a mystery so that the reader – or in most cases the audience – is left guessing. Be that as it may, there can be very little doubt that to this day it remains one of Ibsen’s best known and most widely performed plays.


It has been called the tale of a life and if that is so, it would have to be the life of Ibsen himself. By then he was thirty-nine years old whereby the Sturm und Drang years were surely behind him.


That may be so, yet regarding style he was as innovative as earlier as he was bold enough to write the play in disregard of the limitations that the traditional stagecraft of the 19th century imposed on drama. In this respect the forty scenes are not tied to the restrictions of time and space and so he was able to blend the fantasy of folklore with everyday realism.


Indeed, there can be little doubt that his play was based on autobiographical experiences. In fact, on one occasion he admitted that he had used his very own family and childhood memories as a model.


At the time of writing in Sorrento, both Norway and Denmark had an almost identical written language that was based on Danish. Ibsen, however, wrote his Peer Gynt in a kind of modernized Dano-Norwegian that also contained a good number of Norwegian words. As such, it was his last play in which he used the verse form. After that he wrote drama only in prose.


At times this language discussion reminds me of what German, Austrian and Swiss authors are confronted with when penning their poems, plays, novels or whatever. In this case, however, it is mainly a difference of dialects rather than a grammatical one. In the written form the readers would have few problems, while those folks sitting in a theatre may find themselves having to keep their ears finely tuned.


Peer Gynt was first performed in Christiania in 1876 with original music that was composed by no one less than Edvard Grieg himself and it was deemed a success. However, it still took until 1881 before the play was finally translated and then published in German.


Indeed, from 1864 Ibsen lived for twenty-seven years in Italy and Germany. These years had an enormous impact on his creativity and enabled him to see his own homeland in a different light.


That is no great surprise as whenever writers choose or are forced to leave their country of birth, they inevitably begin to see what they have left behind more objectively. Of course, their emotions likewise play a role and are quite naturally reflected in their works.


In Ibsen’s case it was no different at all. Especially his stays in Dresden and to a much larger extent down in Munich reveal that he had merely left Norway behind in a geographical sense.


During his years in the Bavarian capital Ibsen wrote what has come to be called ‘the Munich trilogy,’ namely Rosmersholm (1886), The Lady from the Sea (1888) and Hedda Gabler (1890). By then his The Pillars of Society (1877) as well as A Doll’s House (1879), also written in Munich, were behind him from an earlier stay.


By now there could be little doubt that he had launched his international career as he was already beyond fifty years of age. For a total of 11 years Ibsen lived in Munich (1875-1891) with a five year interruption during which he lived and wrote in Italy.


Four years after he finished writing Hedda Gabler, Thomas Mann moved to Munich but by then Ibsen was back in Norway. That, I feel, was most unfortunate as Thomas was an avid theatregoer and there was a likelihood that the two of them might have met. He often mentioned Ibsen amongst friends and even in some of his writings, though as far as I can tell the two of them never met.


Soon after arriving in Munich Ibsen lived in Schellingstraße and he often went walking in the Englischer Garten and along the Isar. The pleasant surroundings are unlikely to have reminded him of his Norway, yet they are sure to have provided him with solitude and seclusion.


While in Munich he happened to meet two women who later became models for his protagonists Nora and Hedda Gabler. Not very much is known about them, yet there can be no doubt they influenced him.


His letters to Helene Raff reveal the extent to which Ibsen looked upon women in general and how he depicted them in his works. In short, they show a new type of woman who was not only free, but also independent at a time when the women’s movement was nowhere near as strong as it is today. Signs of this can already be seen in A Doll’s House. The two of them actually met in South Tyrol during the summer of 1889 after which their relationship deepened in Munich. Fortunately for posterity, Helene kept a diary in which she describes her many encounters with Ibsen.


Compared to Munich, Ibsen’s two stays in Dresden were quite short. During his first one he wrote Der Bund der Jugend (1869) while living An der Frauenkirche. Later on Kaiser und Galiläer (1873) appeared by which time he had moved to Wettiner Straße 22. Both places were close to the Elbe and there can be no doubt he went strolling along its banks.


On returning to Norway Ibsen once again settled down in Christiania. After his years abroad it will not have been easy readapting to changed surroundings, yet he still continued writing until he suffered a stroke in 1901 and died five years later at the age of seventy-eight.


As for literature in general, his death marked the end of an epoch and the start of a new century as well. Other dramatists would come and go, though few of them would reach the high standard that Ibsen had set. In other ways too he had put his country on the map.


To the south across the North Sea relations with neighbouring Denmark had always been close and that did not only have to do with the language. Its cultural and religious ties were likewise intimate and in some cases less problematical than with Sweden.


Geographically, there was a huge difference as Denmark was essentially flat, like so much of North Germany. Writers will have noticed it from early on and it was sure to be reflected in their works.


One of them was Hans Christian Andersen (1805-1875). Like Ibsen, he made a name for himself in the Kingdom of Denmark and in like manner his early years were not easy. It is something a good number of writers and authors have in common and sets them apart from humans whose life is a bed of roses from the very outset.


He was born in humble surroundings in the industrial port of Odense on the island of Fyn. Later he was sent to a school for poor children where he received a basic education. Shortly after that he had to support himself working as apprentice to a weaver, and later as a tailor.


At the tender age of fourteen he moved to Copenhagen on the neighbouring island of Sjælland to look for work as an actor. In spite of his good voice a life on the stage did not appeal to him and so he began to focus on writing. The start was unlikely to be easy.


So, what could he possibly write about at such an impressionable age? High mountains would not be something that inspired him, and even low ones were nowhere in sight.


Even at that period in the history of his land the Danes had made a name for themselves as a happy and contented lot. In that case, what was there to be said against writing about happiness? In fact, such an approach may have made the Danes even happier by confirming what they already knew and so by purchasing his books.


Instead, like Ibsen he began to travel about, though at a far earlier age. The result was that he published travelogues and started with nearby Sweden. After that he headed south to the Harz Mountains of North Germany, as well as a pleasant region known as Swiss Saxony, followed by further travels down as far as Spain and Portugal.


On returning to Denmark he published these experiences and impressions of foreign lands with an emphasis on their literature, especially fairy tales, as well as legends and fables.


Avoiding additional travel for the moment, he once again focused his attention on the theatre. However, he had little success. Instead, he had more luck with the publication of a second series of fairy tales in 1838, followed by a third series in 1845. The result was that he felt more at home in the broad field of fairy tales and so he decided to pursue this opening.


The outcome was such unforgettable tales as The Little Mermaid, The Ugly Duckling, The Snow Queen, The Emperor’s New Clothes, The Nightingale, The Princess and the Pea and others.


I certainly can’t say I have read them all, though one remains locked away in my mind. It is The Little Mermaid and there is a jolly good reason for it since we have become close friends.


The very first time I visited her on the outskirts of Copenhagen I had not really expected to get close to her at all on account of the enormous crowds. For this reason I decided to go about our first rendezvous with a good deal of care and preparation. Being flexible is all part of it and if you are lucky, you may even find yourself being all on your own with her.


The moments that followed were unexpected ones and we savoured the brief encounter. Above all, being alone with her in an otherwise hectic harbour was nothing less than a stroke of good fortune. In Hamburg that would have been almost impossible. Naturally, I sympathized with her as it was her fate having to put up with countless tourists each day arriving from all over the world. Worse still, they were a noisy lot who would photograph her from all angles without even asking if they may do so. Under such conditions all you could really do was to suffer with her. At the end I gave her what I hoped was a bright smile and she smiled back.


Somehow I doubt very much if her creator realized at the time how this fragile little creature perched on a rock in a busy harbour and fully exposed to all kinds of weather could attract so much attention. It came not only from children, but adults as well whose years of reading fairy tales had long passed. For Andersen it was a success story.


By now he was not only a well-known figure in Denmark, but in countries around the world. And although he wrote poems, plays and travelogues, he soon gained a reputation as a writer of fairy tales.


In spite of his travels he had never been to Great Britain so he finally visited England in 1847. Of course, he did not arrive there as an unknown quantity for even well before the age of television and emails, word had a way of spreading. And so he was soon invited to countless parties.


One of them was arranged by the Countess of Blessington who had the habit of inviting writers and intellectuals and at one such party Hans met Charles Dickens for the first time. In short, he was most impressed with the novelist whom he had already admired for a good while. And as for Dickens, he certainly respected the achievements of Andersen.


And so it was that Andersen again visited England ten years later and it was to meet Charles Dickens once more. Unfortunately for his part, Hans extended his planned brief visit into a whopping 5-week stay much to the consternation of the host family. After he was finally told to leave, Dickens stopped all correspondence between them. And as for Hans, he did not fully understand why his letters went unanswered.


Be that as it may, it appears that shortly after the first visit the figure of Hans Christian Andersen made an impression on Dickens as the physical appearance as well as the mannerisms of Uriah Heep in David Copperfield are said to have matched those of the Dane himself.


As for me, the outcome is that these writers are just a few who have not only stimulated me to read their works, but in some cases have even inspired me to take up writing. In short, one would have to assume that the Nordic Muse had not fallen asleep.









SACRED SPRING


Deep is the spring of the past. Sacred it is as well as its source reaches back to times well before our modern era. Indeed, two millennia will not even encompass this enormous stretch at a time when brave sailors were plying between Greece and the Pillars of Hercules. Could it be that the gigantic Mediterranean Sea extended even further?


Who could really tell at this early stage? Be that as it may, exploration does not stand still and the same applies to writing. Luckily, some of these adventurous and bold seafarers had the habit of recording their experiences for posterity and we are the richer for it.


The ancients were used to calling this spring the ver sacrum and they had a good reason for describing it as ‘sacred.’ Both in ancient Italy as well as in some parts of Greece, the people of the time dedicated the life of newly born humans as well as animals to the god or goddess of spring.


Before long that very season likewise became a symbol of new life as well as inspiration. Thanks to those many ancient writers their own works have since then come to be regarded as a sacred spring.


As for me, ‘spring’ has always had a double meaning that can be traced back to my childhood. Apart from becoming aware of the seasons at that early age, there was a small spring beyond our upper vineyard where I had been warned not to go alone. It was filled with water and was said to be bottomless so I kept well away from it.


Above all, it was my mother who warned me of its dangers and this warning likewise applied to our dam. As for the spring, I once went there with my father and the first time I spotted it I was not very impressed at all as there was not much water in it compared to our dam. However, according to him there was an essential difference: whereas our dam filled with water flowing down from a brook in our hills, the spring water came up from under the ground.


For me that was hard to grasp at that early stage of my life. However, even more unbelievable was the fact that water could simply reach the surface on its own account. Worse still, the spring was bottomless according to my mother and this surely had to do with her fear of water as apart from my father none of us could swim.


Since those distant days a good deal of water has reached the surface of our spring and I have naturally come to look at it in a quite different way. What made it so amazing is the fact that ours was essentially a dry land with less rainfall than most others. In spite of that our well never dried up, unlike so many of our creeks and rivers. Deep below us there were quite clearly reserves of water and it was a comforting thought.


And so in the course of time our spring became a symbol of something you could always rely on when all else fails. That, at least, is how I saw it. And the fact that it was apparently ‘bottomless’ made it magic. There was really no other way of looking at it.


On starting college I began to learn Ancient Greek and Latin. In addition to the language itself, it was the tales and legends they described that we soon delved into and they depicted life as it developed at a time when European civilization was just emerging.


Understandably, I was captivated by what I read and heard during the course of these five years. In fact, so fascinated was I at the time that this love of what classical antiquity had to offer has remained with me until this very day and it is a good deal.


Above all, it was the works of the great writers that held me in thrall. Their style was so vivid that at times you felt modern events were being described, whereas in reality they had transpired two millennia ago.


In short, it was the literature of the Greeks and Romans that had begun to take hold of me. Thanks to teachers who themselves were well versed in the tales and myths of that distant age, I was able to capture the spirit of those times. Even as a teenager it did not take very much imagination at all to realize that the 1960s were quite different.


Of course, Australia also had authors who wrote a good deal about what they saw and experienced. However, it was somehow different and it didn’t only have to do with the language in which they were writing.


The ancients covered pretty well everything in their literary works and that included the many wars that raged. Indeed, at the time one may easily have got the impression that war was a natural part of life. Australia, on the other hand, had not experienced the ravages of war and it was something for which we could be very thankful.


Even without war there was plenty to write about. In our case it included the sheer size of our country, as well as the warm climate and how we had to adapt to it. Of course, relationships between our fellow countrymen and foreigners were also a pet theme as ours was largely a country of immigrants and the newcomers were simply called ‘New Australians.’


The majority of them came from Italy and Greece and as a youngster I did not think anything of it. After all, they had to come from somewhere since ours was a huge land with plenty of room for everyone, while elsewhere you heard and read about people tripping over one another.


Indeed, it still took a while before I realized that these were the very same countries in which the ancient Greeks and Romans had once lived. How on earth could it have come about?


In a way it was difficult imagining Socrates or Virgil wanting to migrate to our fair land, but what was there to be said against it? Of course, at the time it was not known if such a terra existed beyond the Equator. However, clever minds argued there was certain to be one to prevent the globe from tipping over and drawing everyone into the depths.


Be that as it may, even if those two thinkers and writers had existed today, it is hard to picture them boarding a passenger liner and seeking their fortune down under. It is doubtful if they would have come to terms with the heat for it would surely have affected them.


So, what did ancient Greece and Rome have that Australia lacked? It is some-thing I have often thought about, though have reached the conclusion that it is an unfair question.


Indeed, Australia is likewise an old land – a continent, in fact – and possibly even older than Greece and Italy. Since time immemorial it has been inhabited by people called Aborigines who lived mainly in the centre. They too had their customs and culture some of which have still not been deciphered to this day as it involved a very intimate relationship with nature.


Climatically, Greece and Rome were also warm lands, though possibly not to the same extent as large parts of Australia. However, the main difference was that they were part of Europe with many countries around them, while Australia as a continent was self-contained. That eliminated the danger of being attacked from outside and hence reduced the likelihood of war.


If anything, one would have thought that the conditions prevailing down under would have been more conducive to the gradual development of civilization, as happened in Europe. Without any foes far and wide, the prospect of conflict and even war did not seem great.


Indeed, as far as time goes it took a good while before distant Australia was first sighted by European navigators, and even after that almost two centuries passed before the continent was settled. As things turned out, it became a British penal settlement, but it could quite easily have turned into a Portuguese or Dutch colony. Even French ships had been seen in the area.


And so it was Anglo-Saxon culture that was introduced and developed down under. The British influence was evident from the outset and that did not only apply to the language. Many of the conventions and traditions of the motherland were brought into the country and soon spread inland from the growing cities mainly along the coast.


So how did the civilization of classical antiquity fit into the picture? Was there a danger that this old, yet new continent might take an entirely different course? Who could really tell at that early stage?


Regarding the heritage of Greece and Rome, there could be little doubt that it was handed down to future generations in the form of democracy. It developed into a kind of government that allowed freedom of self-expression. For writers and other artists this was ‘a gift of the gods’ without which creativity would wither like a tender plant in searing heat.


So, was this the sacred spring about which that ancients had dreamed for so long? Above all, it was the poets and playwrights who yearned for the sort of freedom to shape the poems and dramas as their creativity unfolded. It was the least you could expect.


And so the amphitheatres with their amazing acoustics on the hillsides began to fill. Even from the very highest seats at the rear you could hear what was being whispered right down on the stage allowing few secrets.


Indeed, it was a good many of these classical dramas that I studied at college in the original language and it was not always easy. Above all, getting the feel of what life had been like some two thousand years ago was a challenge and you had to be prepared to lose some sweat.


Somehow, life in that distant part of the world appeared more dramatic than what many of us were experiencing down under. Was that because we weren’t tripping over people?


It was hard to tell. Whatever the case, the Greek and Roman dramatists were going about their tasks in such a stirring manner that you could not help but be moved. Did it have to do with the vivid language they used? Or was it simply the action they described?


During my teenage years I didn’t ask these questions. For one thing there was not much time to do so. Moreover, it was virtually impossible to sit back and look at such matters objectively as you were caught up in all the drama. Indeed, life itself was said to be a drama whereby it was all about surviving and lucky those who came through unscathed.


Unfortunately, we didn’t have gods and goddesses to help us in time of need. That was something the Greeks and Romans could rely on. The only one to lose his way was Helios himself who got stranded down under and was unable to find the way back to Mount Olympus. And so day after day he simply continued to stand perfectly upright in his golden chariot as he whipped his frisky steeds across our cloudless skies.


During Scripture lessons we learnt that there was only one God who reigned supreme in both Heaven and on Earth. The ancients, however, had countless ones and they were all depicted in great detail in their dramas.


Understandably, you too were drawn into their daily lives as the plots unfolded before your eyes. Rather surprisingly, these gods and goddesses were at the same time very human with all the virtues and vices you can expect of normal human beings around you. That made them credible figures of the kind you were likely to bump into on any street corner.


However, apart from Helios directly above me, the ones I managed to trace were in the works of Euripides, Sophocles, Virgil and many others. Indeed, it was another world that opened out right in front of me and day by day you were drawn deeper into it.


Our Australian writers, on the other hand, never wrote about the gods, and even the many goddesses were missing from their works. Under those circumstances you began to wonder from where they got their inspiration. Could it be from the lonely Australian bush?


Indeed, with each passing year the sheer scope of Greek and Roman literature was becoming more evident. If anything, it appeared like a bottomless spring from which water was surfacing.


And so this new world continued to unfold beside one that was clearly far less dramatic. It was a contrast programme that developed whereby getting them mixed up was impossible.


On my train journeys home for exeat weekends I began to wonder if I would ever become a part of that other world beyond the Equator. Worse still, getting there was unlikely to be easy.


The first navigators who reached terra Australis had all come by sea and I felt that would not be a bad idea for me if I wished to visit that distant continent. At the time their journeys had taken months. However, since the advent of modern passenger liners voyages by sea had made great advancements and you could travel quite comfortably.


Unfortunately, these were nothing more than idle dreams. As such they at least ensured that your mind did not atrophy and dry up under the burning sun. That could happen quite easily.


The only thing that really disturbed me was the fact that so many Greeks and Italians were migrating to Australia. In fact, Italy already had two migrant ships in operation – the Galileo Galilei and Marconi that were plying between our ports and Genoa. In other words, if life was so good in the lands where Plato and Cicero had once lived and written, why were so many of their descendants on their way down under?


Of course, a good deal of water had flowed down the Tiber since then and the conditions were certain to have changed. The Middle Ages and Renaissance were among them when the pens of countless writers had not run dry. However, those of classical antiquity were unique.


So, what was it about the literature of that period in Europe’s history that made it so special? Even in this day and age you find writers drawing their inspiration from the likes of Aristophanes, Ovid or Catullus.


Quite apart from what they were writing about, I felt it had to do with their style. Indeed, there was something about it that set it apart from modern-day authors and it didn’t take you long to notice it.


What it was differed from one critic to another. While some claimed it was their fine choice of words, others felt it was their linguistic precision. What this really indicated is that they expressed themselves in a manner that was anything but ambiguous.


And as for the content itself, no writer today has such a wealth of exceptional experiences at hand in which both gods and goddesses do their best to untangle all the threads.


Even more exciting is the fact that Apollo, Dionysus, Hypnos and others are all part of the plot and determine its course. As such, the outcome is largely uncertain for you can never tell for sure what will happen. That is usually the case whenever the whims of the countless gods and goddesses can even be seen on their faces and that is more often than not.


Under these conditions it was impossible for me not to be drawn to their tales. At times it was almost as if they were being read to me by my mother and sisters. Hearing their voices would have made them even more dramatic.


Well, that was fine, but facing state exams in these works of classical antiquity was another matter entirely and I was nervous to put it mildly. Had I understood them correctly? You could never tell for sure even though I had prepared myself for weeks and months.


Moreover, the examiners were a strange lot. Most of us pictured them as well beyond the age of retirement and were out to ‘get’ us. Indeed, cornering us was said to be their favourite game and it was not a comfortable feeling. Apart from heeding the advice of our teachers, all we could really do was prepare ourselves thoroughly. In addition, we studied the questions that had been put in previous years, although there was no way of knowing if they would be repeated in a concealed form. The likelihood was fairly slim.


Somehow I doubted if any of the gods and goddesses had even sat for exams. And as for the Greek and Roman poets and dramatists, I felt exams would have had the effect of drying up their creativity.


In the huge examination hall itself all the drama returned and I took a deep breath. Would it be enough to survive the ordeal? With temperatures nearing the century mark, you could never tell. At least Zeus was not unleashing one of his thunderbolts above the hall.


Fortunately, I did not faint so there was no need at all to be carried out by the supervisors. In fact, the ‘ordeal’ had not been as bad as I had feared and I was still breathing quite normally.


Stepping out of the hall and down the steps was an indescribable feeling the likes of which one seldom experiences. It was one of relief that signified the end of weeks and months of preparation.


Now something new was beginning and I was beside myself with excitement. What it was remained mysterious for the moment. However, deep down I felt it meant that one fine day there may be a chance – clearly a remote one – to tread the very same soil on which Juno, Eos and Hestia had once placed their feet. Perhaps I would even remove my shoes and socks.


For the time being it was little more than a dream, although even down under you dream now and again. Doing so during the warm nights is not ideal, but you soon adapt.


Meanwhile, patience was required. The likelihood that Olympus might suddenly vanish overnight was remote as the sacred spring had existed for centuries and you could at least expect it to hang out a bit longer. Even the Acropolis had been able to withstand wars.


If anything, those writers in antiquity had taught me not to rush into things. That was something you could expect of nervous politicians who already feared the next elections.


At least I had plenty of opportunities to deepen my knowledge of those ancient times. The works of the authors were easily available and all you needed to do was place some moments aside and delve a little deeper. It was well worth the effort as they were not writing for the fleeting moment, but for eternity.


And so water continued to reach the surface from deep down in the sacred spring. At times it would bubble, though mostly it remained calm. Not everyone noticed it, but that was to be expected. After all, the times had changed.









THE HELLENIC MIND


Understanding people has never been easy and that particularly applies to the Greeks of classical antiquity. Their poets and dramatists had a mind of their own as is reflected in their works. Reading them takes time and you need to have your wits about you.


Life during those distant days was unlikely to have been a bed of roses with countless gods and goddesses part of the drama. In addition, the times were not always peaceful as you could not expect disagreements to be resolved simply by shaking hands in the market places or on the steps of the Acropolis. Usually, a field broad enough to take in armed soldiers was deemed a better solution and if you survived you could count yourself lucky.


In the main, however, the Greeks of antiquity are essentially remembered for the way they resolved their many disputes by friendly debates and usually in the agora. Besides, it was not only the likes of Socrates you could expect to be seen there gesturing just in case his mind was unable to speak for itself. Moreover, it was also thinkers and philosophers who gathered to discuss their thoughts and opinions on a broad range of issues, and ordinary people as well. After all, this was ancient Greece.


Military historians may perhaps describe what went on under the burning sun as ‘a war of words.’ If it was indeed so, the exchanges were of the friendly kind and seldom ended in blows.


Even the contemporary historian Thucydides, who was born probably between 460 and 455 BC, did not only write about war, but also about how the Athenians tried to resolve their differences by friendly exchanges. That, in itself, was an art especially when your direct enemy – in this case the Spartans – were already standing at your very doorstep.


His unfinished History of the Peloponnesian War between Athens and Sparta (431404 BC) remains his chief work and was to be a ‘possession for all time,’ as he put it. Meanwhile, down under at public exams in South Australia you could always expect it to crop up in some form or fashion and it was usually about the causes. At the time I had unearthed 19 and on my way to the hall I was hoping to add an extra one to impress the examiners.


Indeed, Spartans were also Greeks and they too had minds of their own. How they lived and thought would have depended on who you asked.


As such, ancient Greece was anything but a monolithic country with a unified foreign policy, especially in war times. On the contrary, trying to reach agreement on issues was not easy. By debating them you could at least be sure that all sides were heard, yet attaining unanimity was difficult.


The picture that eventually emerged was one of residents and citizens openly discussing their problems and with a good deal of patience. That required time and the outcome was that the cogs of bureaucracy turned slowly.


At times it is hard to tell who may have been the very first Greek epic poet to have seen the light of day. In retrospect, it would most surely have to be Όμηρος, otherwise known as Homer (c. 8th century). In his long epic poem Iliad he wrote: ‘Tribeless, lawless, homeless is he who loves the horror of civil war.’ If he had been living at the time of the Peloponnesian War, it is more than likely his voice may have been heard.


Other poets as well drew attention to the almost constant dissonance amongst the Greeks and that was particularly regrettable in times of war. If you can’t come to an agreement while the enemy is already approaching the agora, how on earth can you expect to live in harmony during peaceful times? All that remained was for the citizens to shake their heads.


Indeed, understanding the Greek mind is not easy. Recent German research has been attempting to throw some light on the matter by explaining that the Hellenic demos was too small to become a viable political unit. It may have been successful on a neat little communal level, but anything larger than that was more than likely to end in disharmony.


Such criticism coming from Germany is quite understandable as here the state as such is revered. It certainly wasn’t always like that as before the first German Reich any map would have indicated the extent to which the regions were split up into tiny principalities each with a prince at the helm. Moreover, German subjects were called Untertanen and, unlike the Greeks, were not accustomed to debating on town hall squares.


During my very first visit to Greece I kept both my eyes and ears well open to see if things had changed since ancient times. My eyes did a fine job, though my ears to a far lesser extent. The reason was of course clear. What I had learnt at college was Ancient Greek and since then the language had undergone huge changes. To a lesser degree it may be argued that the English language at the time of Chaucer was in a similar period of transformation whereby poets and playwrights in particular were in a position to register these differences. Before they actually seep through to the populace takes a bit longer.


At first it took me a good while to realize where I was. And although it was summer and noticeably warm, it wasn’t anywhere as near as hot as I had got used to in Australia. In fact, I wasn’t sweating. And as for the steeds of Helios, they weren’t even galloping.


So, this was Greece. Again I looked about and wondered in which direction Mount Olympus was likely to be. There it was that most of the gods were sure to be relaxing in the sun if they didn’t happen to be on assignment. You could not tell for certain as it was holiday season and the place was crowded with visitors and tourists. They were everywhere and in places you were tripping over them. It was what I had feared.


So, what was it that attracted everyone to Greece? Was it the works of those great poets and dramatists? If so, why weren’t they wandering about with their noses stuck between the pages? Instead, they were relaxing in the sunshine and some had even fallen asleep.


My first impression was that Helios only spread his warmth down here in Hellas and nowhere else. That was clearly an exaggeration, yet if it was merely to lie in the sun that you came here, you could do the same up in the north of Europe.


Worst of all was Athens. Of course, I had expected it and had been warned. Even some of the travel guides urged you to avoid the capital in the height of summer. In spite of that I didn’t change my plans and promptly paid the price. Having just come from Rome where I was familiar with the expression ‘see Rome and die,’ I now feared a slow death.


Unfortunately, Socrates was not waiting for me in the agora, nor did I spot him on the Acropolis. Naturally, I hadn’t expected it as I had failed to inform him of my arrival in Europe. Amidst all the excitement it was something I had forgotten to do.


Be that as it may, I was prepared in another way for I already knew what I would have asked him. In fact, there were a whole lot of things that were on my mind and I feared our rendezvous would have been a long one. However, his wife Xanthippe was waiting at home and I could not imagine he would wish to waste his precious time with a traveller.


At least he was an Athenian for here he was born, albeit on the outskirts, and here he died. That was a promising start for I really wished to know more about the Athenians and what went through their head and here I was.


In short, what made them tick? It was especially the writers of his generation that I was most interested in since Socrates himself did not write any books. This was well before the birth of Christ and at a time when Athens was going through a crisis. Moreover, what was it really like to have fought in the Peloponnesian War during the course of which he was commissioned to serve as a hoplite at the siege of Potidaea (432-430)? I had, be it said, sat for public exams on the significance of this war, but that wasn’t worth a cent compared to someone who had been directly involved.


And then there was the matter of writing. As a student I had been under the false impression that Socrates, like so many of his contemporaries, had been a writer and on account of his works we had come to know so much about him.


That, however, was not the case at all. Instead, it was largely through the writings of Aristophanes, Xenophon and Plato that we have received an accurate picture of his dramatic life and tragic end.


By now I was more excited than ever as more questions raced through my head. One was about an Athenian I knew personally. He was someone who disagreed with pretty well everything that I said and I wanted to know if all Athenians were like that. I could hardly imagine it, yet here I was in Athens and above all with a resident so who was in a better position than Socrates to satisfy my curiosity? It could only be Athena herself, the goddess of reason, wisdom and war.


Ah, how diplomatic he was! I should have sensed it from the outset. Rather than giving me an objective answer on residents he should have known like members of his own family, he was ‘beating around the bush,’ as some of my countrymen were fond of saying. Did he possibly think I was an informer of sorts? Anyway, in view of what he himself had all experienced in this regard, I can well understand his reticence.


With that our ways parted. It was rather unfortunate as I had plenty of time. However, his was clearly limited. Was he concerned about his second wife? In fact, as a student I had felt he avoided the marriage trap. A man of his intelligence would surely have thought twice before giving up his independence. Besides, he was not considered handsome, to put it mildly. With his turned-up nose, bulging eyes and thick lips, he was said to stare at people in a way that made them uncomfortable. Whatever the case, there had quite plainly been two women who took a liking to him.


So, what did he talk to them about at home? That would have been fascinating to hear instead of his great ideas. Since he was a debater rather than a poet, I can’t imagine he would have started disputing with them. With Xanthippe he had three sons so perhaps he initiated them into the art of debating.


Not even any of his contemporaries did I meet in those overcrowded streets. However, my visit was not in vain as I was fortunate to run into Athena herself. As patron and protectress of Athens, you could expect her to know a thing or two about the city and I could barely believe my good fortune.


About her early life I knew very little and that was undoubtedly because she was said to have sprung fully grown from the head of Zeus. I suppose I could quite easily have asked her how something of the kind could have come about, although I was most reluctant to do so. Besides, she was not only friendly, but forthcoming as well.


The outcome was that we became friends from the start and I breathed a sigh of relief. At the time all I knew about her city was what I had read and heard from Greek friends of mine down under.


There was of course no way of knowing at the time if I would ever reach that distant place about which so many poets and dramatists had written in glowing terms. In that sense I did know this and that about what you could expect to see there, though actually witnessing them with your very own eyes was another matter entirely.


In addition, with Athena at your side as a guide was nothing less than a gift of the gods. If someone had told me that I would one day meet her in person, I would not have believed it.


So, with her at my side we set off through the winding streets and alleyways of Athens. If I had expected to find a place that might in some way resemble my very own Adelaide, I would have to think again. No, even at a casual glance it was quite impossible to get the two places mixed up. Even the amount of noise set them apart.


Regarding noise, it did not only have to do with the amount of traffic in these streets, but also the number of people everywhere who were more or less speaking at the same time. Of course, they weren’t all Athenians as this was the height of the tourist season. Adelaide, for its part, was a quiet city and the only time you could expect the streets to fill was during its festival. However, even that was not very well known internationally.


Naturally, Athena apologized for all the traffic, though seemed quite proud that so many visitors and tourists were filling her streets. Besides, she assured me that this wasn’t only in the summertime. On the contrary, even at other times of the year you could expect travellers from all parts of the world. Anything else would have been a surprise.


In addition, she told me this and that about her pursuits of which there were many. Apart from being a war goddess, she was also the goddess of peace. On hearing that, I stopped in my tracks while she carried on a bit before rejoining me. Indeed, I found it hard to believe that someone so attractive could have two so divergent portfolios. At the moment she was not wearing her helmet, nor was she carrying a spear. However, she promptly assured me that peace and war belonged together, just like olive trees were a part of Hellas.


As we carried on I was still reflecting on what she had just said, but had little time to do so as we had reached the Acropolis. Ah, I could easily tell what she had in mind as the outline of the Parthenon came into view. Soon after that we were climbing the steps.


Naturally, I already knew that the Parthenon was dedicated to her, but having her showing it to me in person was not something I could have imagined in my wildest dreams.


Of course, we were not alone as the entire area was crowded with scores of people lining up as they waited to enter. However, no one took notice of her as she gave the distinct impression she was an actress of sorts who had dressed up for the occasion. How fortunate we were!


Inside we even had a chance to make ourselves comfortable and sit down for a while. At last I felt my time had come to ask her this and that about the Greek mind. Socrates had not satisfied my curiosity in this regard and perhaps he had reasons for it. Besides, he was not widely popular. Athena, on the other hand, enjoyed widespread popularity and not just here in the capital. Even on the many Greek islands she was worshiped.


Understandably, I went about it with a good deal of discretion as I certainly did not want to give the impression that I was sticking my nose into matters that I had no right to pursue. That may have turned her off. So, instead of merely asking about the Athenians, I went about it in a broader way that applied to the Greek people in general.


Her immediate reaction did not really surprise me at all as she reflected. Then, after moments of silence, she sighed before turning to me with a wistful smile that said more than words. Oddly, I caught her message even though she had not uttered a single word.


Eventually, she did open her mouth and I was all ears. What I then got to hear did not really come as a great surprise as I had more or less expected it. Indeed, she regarded those who worshipped her as thinkers who essentially took life seriously. In this respect she even went so far as to claim they had a basic knowledge how to master their fate. However, amongst themselves they found it hard to reach a consensus and even in times of war it was difficult for them to unite. For that reason, as warrior goddess, she had now and then led her soldiers into battle as what they needed was inspiration. Fighting side by side and companionship was able to bring them together and in this way they had been victorious on countless occasions.


Bit by bit her voice grew softer and at times I had trouble hearing her above the nearby babble. However, by then I had caught the gist of what she wanted to say and I gave her a smile.


Strangely, the very first thing to cross my mind was the impressive statue of her I had recently seen in front of the Austrian Parliament Building on the Ringstraße in Vienna. What a striking figure she made! Donning her familiar helmet, and with a spear in one hand and a victory symbol in the other, she stood there overlooking all the activity passing by well below her.


What a fitting place she had chosen to make herself comfortable! After all the political ups and downs that Austria had gone through in the 20th century and even earlier, that Alpine land had finally opted for democracy. It had pleased her heart and that is surely why she looked so relaxed. Moreover, she was glad that other countries as well have chosen her as a symbol of freedom.


For a while longer we wandered through the streets and I even told her this and that about Adelaide and the Greeks who were living there. Indeed, she had heard that so many of her worshippers were leaving their homeland which made her sad. However, I assured her they were being very well looked after and that it was no one less than Helios himself whom they were able to worship in those faraway surroundings.


In addition, I told her about the olive grove in which I had now and then spent some time on my way to primary school as a youngster. It was mainly to get out of the heat for a while and enjoy the shade, However, when my teacher noticed I was arriving late, I sought refuge there on my way home instead. Once I even tasted several olives upon which Athena smiled. After that she told me that olive trees, owls and snakes were her symbols.


Inevitably, our ways soon parted and we could see it coming. It happened in the Ancient Agora where we both watched the sun setting. I was deeply moved as I was reminded of how as a child I would sit on our front veranda with my mother and watch the sunset.


Now I knew it was on its way to Australia and Athena nodded. After all, she enjoyed good relations with Helios and knew he was doing a fine job. However, she promised she would not leave Athens. It happened just before our shoulders briefly touched.


In order to find out more about the Greek mind, I left for Sparta. Distances in Hellas were not great and it didn’t take me long to get there. My expectations were not high.


From my studies I already knew that, unlike other areas of Hellas, the Spartans had not made a name for themselves as writers. Instead, their forte had been a strict military training that began at an early age. That had been a good while ago, but the experiences I made during my stay there were of a quite different kind. Not only were the people open-minded and friendly, but tolerant as well. For centuries they had been dragging around a reputation that did not do them justice.


Part of it was undoubtedly due to the writings of the Greek historian and moral philosopher Plutarch. At college we had studied his works on Sparta and the resulting portrait was anything but flattering.


At the time we had examined his description of life in ancient Sparta and were horrified. It was nothing less than an attempt to create an invincible warrior class at a moment when relations with Athens were at a low point. From Plutarch we learnt that women were educated to subordinate themselves to the interests of the state. Moreover, even from the age of seven boys were forced to sleep on thistledown beds in boarding schools. And as for sick babies, they were tossed into a deep chasm.


Of course, one can argue that his portrait is heavily biased as in his early years he had studied philosophy in Athens and developed a different outlook on life to what the Spartans were used to. Be that as it may, his writings were influential. In later years he travelled to Italy and in Rome gave public lectures on philosophy.


Understandably, any attempt to delve deeper into the Greek mind is virtually pointless if you ignore Homer. In this regard it is a task that is made difficult by the circumstance that so little is actually known about him. That appears a bit strange as both the Iliad as well as the Odyssey are so vivid and detailed. In fact, according to modern scholars there is even uncertainty if these two works were written by the same person.


For someone who like Homer was born way back in the 8th century BC, it is understandable that a good many details about his life are missing. Especially for biographers that is regrettable as on account of war, natural calamities and other disasters countless documents have vanished.


However, all is not lost as in the case of the Iliad and Odyssey researchers can work backwards, thanks to the sheer amount of detail in the two works. As such, these epic poems have become a part of world literature.


Even the time space of these two poems is still under scrutiny as some of the scholars argue that the Odyssey was possibly written a generation or two after the Iliad. Of course, there are reasons for it as the language and style reveal differences as well as the composition itself. After all, the main subject is a quite different one which gives reason to believe that a separate writer may have been at work. If so, who could it have been?


Be that as it may, there can be very little doubt that the Iliad describes the many dramatic episodes of the Trojan War itself, while the Odyssey for its part outlines the adventures of Odysseus on his way home from Troy.


For centuries this tale has captured the imagination of not only the Greeks, but of readers around the world. In a way it reminds one of Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace, although the literary style is different. However, what they have in common is the epic struggle of human beings against a broad backdrop of war.


As a student the Trojan War naturally captured my attention mainly because of the drama it offered. Essentially, it was a bitter conflict that was fought between the Greeks and the Trojans because the Trojan prince Paris had abducted Helen, wife of the Greek King Menelaus. In short, it was won by a clever trick in which Greek soldiers, hidden inside a wooden effigy of a horse, were taken into Troy by the Trojans themselves thinking that the horse was a gift.


Even after reading the tale I was unsure where Troy actually lay since I was unable to spot it on my map. However, I eventually discovered that it was a city in Asia Minor, now modern Turkey, which the Greeks finally gained control of. Nonetheless, it took many years until in the 19th century the well-known German archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann discovered the ruins of an ancient city in northwest Turkey which he claimed was Troy.


Indeed, the theme of war has played an existential role in the writings of Greek poets and dramatists, and that goes for historians like Thucydides as well. In a way one is almost inclined to believe that without conflict and dissention, a part of the Greek mentality would be missing.


On the other hand, that may be taking the causality too far. As I see it, the Greek spirit would have continued to exist even without the ravages of war for it was essentially a positive one.


As for Thucydides himself, his style was well-suited to the narration of great events at a time when the very existence of large parts of Greece was at stake. Unlike Troy, Athens and Sparta were closer at hand and the fears were far more immediate. His use of the Ionic dialect had a flavour of familiarity that most readers will have been able to understand.


As for me, I continued to delve deeper into the Greek mind during my travels. Would my little discoveries here and there throw additional light on what you could expect?


If mainland Greece did not satisfy your curiosity, what about the islands dotted along the coasts and of them there were many. For a visitor like me it was hard to know where to begin. Even their sizes differed a good deal for while some were quite large like Crete and Rhodes, others were relatively small like specs in the Aegean and Ionian Sea.


Corfu, otherwise known as Kérkyra, was a sizeable island I had always wanted to visit as it hugged the north-western coastline as if it was after some warmth. Was it being neglected?


Indeed, as your ship approached the harbour you were already able to spot the Albanian coastline without any trouble and at times it was difficult knowing where the border was.


So, were the islanders living here representative of Greeks in general? That was the question I kept asking myself during my stay there. Actually, my real intention for coming was to find out more about the life of the Austro-Hungarian Empress Elisabeth who had a Palace on the island. She herself felt drawn to Greece and its literature and was able to speak the language.


The outcome was a rather surprising one as through her I began to view the Greeks and their literature in a new light. Quite apart from her demanding role as an Empress, she herself was a literary figure in her own right and during the course of her life she wrote countless poems. Heinrich Heine was one of her idols and many of her wellknown poems she wrote while journeying from one country to another.


During my short stay on the island it was difficult to tell to what extent the indigenous population reflected the thoughts and feelings of the Greeks living on the mainland. Nor did I sense a feeling of neglect, as was the case with many East Germans during those years of separation from West Germany. On the contrary, what I did sense were happy and contented folks who were enjoying their insular existence and were glad to share it with visitors.


On account of its sheer size, Crete was a quite different experience. As the largest Greek island in the East Mediterranean Sea, your immediate feeling was one of being back on the mainland.


In addition, just like the Athenians and others, you soon sensed that distinctive independent spirit that had taken hold of the islanders. Amazingly, remains of the Minoan civilization were still in evidence, while later Roman, Byzantine, Venetian and Turkish rule helped to mould the mentality of the people.


Essentially, it was diversity that helped to shape the Hellenic mind there and I was captivated by what I experienced. Unfortunately, most tourists fly there just to visit the beaches and lie in the sunshine thereby missing out entirely on what the people have to offer.


In modern times the locals have become used to visitors and welcome them. However, it was not always like that as in days gone by it was invaders from across the sea who entered their country with the intention to stay. No, these were not holidaymakers. Moreover, catastrophes such as earthquakes, volcanic eruptions and tidal waves have helped to shape a resilient character over the many years. And so it is against this background that modern Crete should be understood.


Indeed, the Cretans had always been special for there was that certain something that set them apart from the mainland Greeks. Even language-wise you noticed a difference in the dialects, not to mention customs and traditions unique to the island.


Eventually, I returned to the Peloponnese and there was a good reason for it. Quite apart from a dream of always wanting to go there, it was to spend some time studying the idyllic landscape to see to what extent it had influenced the Greek writers of antiquity. It was in that region known as Αρκαδία and I could barely wait to get there.


As a student I had heard and read so much about Arcadia, although at the time there was no way of knowing that I might one day actually see it with my own eyes. The likelihood was fairly slim, though even down under people had got into the habit of dreaming.


As for the word itself, Arcadia had become a part of the English language. Apart from referring to a mountainous region of the Peloponnese in southern Greece, it had turned into a synonym for a simple pastoral paradise in contrast to the all too familiar life in overcrowded cities. And as for the ancient poets, it was the home of song-loving shepherds who had plenty of time to look after their sheep and enjoy the lonely surroundings at the same time. However, did such places really exist in this day and age?


Indeed, the longer I remained in Greece, the more curious I became. In short, I knew it would only be a matter of time before I too would set off in search of the place.


Down under I was not aware of any such areas that existed in Australia itself. Queensland’s Gold Coast may have come quite close, though it was overrun with tourists. And as far as a mountainous landscape is concerned, the popular Blue Mountains in New South Wales may likewise have been a contender. However, the main attraction there were the Three Sisters and the lookout spots across to these rugged peaks were always crowded. Moreover, I was not aware of any singing shepherds living there.


By the time I reached Greece the impression I got is that Arcadia must surely be unique for Europe was overrun with tourists. Indeed, my travels had up till now indicated that with the possible exception of northern Scandinavia, such quiet and secluded places were rare.


Above all, would you learn this and that about the Greeks if you happened to get there? Besides, the mystery of the Greek mind continued to occupy my attention and one of the reasons for it was the clearly stark contrast it formed to the German one which was complicated enough. In this regard both Socrates and Einstein were nightmares.


Understandably, my bus journey there was accompanied by doubts if I would actually reach that remote mountainous place. For its part the terrain was far more precipitous than I had imagined, while the bus was plainly one that had somehow survived the rigours of the Second World War. Then, to make matters worse, rather than concentrating on the countless curves, the driver was more occupied with his singing.


Be that as it may, it was no one less than Hermes himself who guided our bus to its final destination. Without him there is no way of knowing where we may have landed.


It would probably have been at the bottom of a deep ravine. However, thanks to his sense of direction, I found myself in the village of Dimitsana that was clinging to a steep, fir-covered slope with the Lousios River well below me. It was not what I had expected.


Stepping onto Arcadian soil for the very first time was naturally something quite special and moments later I even wondered if I should have dropped onto my knees.


Instead, I simply looked about. At a glance it was easy to see this could not possibly be Athens, or one of the numerous islands I had recently visited. On the contrary, from this height you had a commanding view over the Megalopolis plain as it stretched out into the distance. With Sparta away to the south, my very first reaction was to take good care. However, I soon realized that those times when you needed to be watchful were well and truly over. After all, this was twentieth century Greece.


With that I promptly booked into a small guest house overlooking one of the steep slopes. There I hoped to be able to spend quiet days discovering the area and reflecting on what the Greek writers had meant for me in the past. Perhaps that might even help me to understand the present Greeks better and what was likely to motivate them.


From my window I had a fine view down to the mountain stream with a desk nearby on which I placed my travel diary. However, before even writing a single word, I left for the river. They had always captivated me and I doubted this one was likely to be any different.


On my way down I had plenty of time to stop here and there and let my eyes drift over the surroundings. Unsurprisingly, the very first words to enter my mind were: ‘et in Arcadia ego.’ In the past they had been uttered by lovers of Greece who could not believe that they had actually reached this place, and had maybe even dreamed of one day seeing it.


Well, there are moments when life does have a surprise or two in store for you and this might just be one of them. If so, you have no choice apart from accepting what your eyes are taking in.


In short, it was a place of myths and cults and luckily the many Greek poets and dramatists had recorded them for posterity. If not, these surroundings were likely to remain like other mountainous areas with little to set them apart.


Again I stopped and reflected. So, this was Arcadia as I continued to take in the surroundings. Of course, since my childhood I was familiar with hilly terrain, but these slopes were steeper than those behind our house in South Australia’s Barossa Valley. It was something you could see at a glance and if I had been climbing, I would have been out of breath by now. Instead, I happened to be breathing quite normally.


Hoping to spot a shepherd, I was disappointed as I was unable to see a single one. I would have to be patient, and the same went for sheep and goats.


It was clearly a pastoral part of the Peloponnese and one that put me at ease. Here, far from the din of traffic, you were able to relax and that went for my mind as well as my body. It was exactly what I had been looking for and I felt at one with the surroundings.


Indeed, this was the countryside of Hermes and Pan. Both were very closely connected with this part of Greece and the two gods plainly enjoyed widespread popularity here.


Hermes was the god of travellers and as such was looked upon as the messenger of the gods. As the son of Zeus and Maia, he could easily be identified by the staff he carried around which serpents were coiled. In addition, he did his best to ensure safe travel and in this respect I too had to be grateful to him.


As for Pan, there was a more local touch to him. That was easy to grasp as he was the god of flocks and herds and was usually depicted as someone with the horns, ears and hoofed legs of a goat. Besides, on these very slopes he was often heard playing a shepherd’s panpipe.


Back home when I was a child we too had occasional shepherds who looked after their flocks in the hills, although it was not widespread. Especially during those shearing times they could be seen accompanying their flocks of sheep to the large sheds in the area. Now and again I too escorted our sheep down to our neighbour’s shed where several shearers were waiting. It was an easy job as even without the help of a dog the sheep stuck together.


By now I was approaching the stream and I could barely wait to get there. Would it be one like those in our valley? It was hard to tell from this distance. Our smaller ones we called creeks and they had fallen into the bad habit of drying up in the summertime, which was quite common down under. Greece likewise was regarded as a warm country.


Finally, I reached it and made myself comfortable in the grass at the water’s edge. Here there could be little doubt the stream was flowing and I felt relieved. At first glance it appeared to be one of the reliable kinds.


From where it was flowing was difficult to tell and where it was heading was also a mystery. Without a map I had lost my sense of direction so I would have to leave that until later. It wasn’t really all that important, yet in a way it made me curious since it reminded me of Greek literature.


The great poets and dramatists likewise had specific origins and quite often that indicated what you could expect of them as writers. Euripides, for example, was born on the island of Salamis and was known for his insular approach that possibly explains why he was regarded as a moderate who did not take an active part in political life. Many of his dramas were only put on the Athenian stage after his death.


Sophocles, on the other hand, had a quite different temperament and even helped to put down the revolt of Samos. Getting involved in Athenian politics took up a lot of his time and he assisted Pericles in the war against the Samians.


As for the Lousios River itself, it was a mystery. In fact, not even studying the way it was flowing indicated very much about its true character. In that sense it was a bit like the Greek mind.


At least it hadn’t dried up. That was good to see and I breathed a sigh of relief. Of course, catching a glimpse of its dry bed may also have revealed this and that about it, just as some human minds at times are not known to be very active. In this regard comparing streams and minds could be fruitful if you went about it carefully.


Even watching the water approaching me indicated a few things. One of them was that it was flowing evenly. At this spot there weren’t many rocks and stones that could impede the free flow, as I had noticed up in the Alps of South Tyrol. There you had to reckon with the water momentarily having to change its course as happens quite frequently in the life of human beings. During such times you have to be adaptable.


With that I simply lay back in the grass for a while and gazed up into the blue Arcadian sky. Inevitably, it reminded me of the Australian one that had the very same colour for most of the time. It was the kind of one I was familiar with and it almost felt as if I had landed back home.


As often happens when I stretch myself out in this manner, I dropped off to sleep. I should have seen it coming, but now it was too late. After all, getting here had not been easy.


So, what was there to do? I suppose I could quite easily have dreamt of one day reaching Arcadia. However, I was already here. Normally, I would have pinched myself to ensure it was really true, but doing so while you have fallen into a deep and peaceful slumber is not easy.


By now it was clear that it wasn’t only my body that was tired, but my mind as well. The bus trip here alone had cost me a good deal of mental energy and there were moments when I wondered if I would even make it. Luckily, the driver was more than just a singer.


Fortunately, Hermes had seen to that after which he regarded his duty as being fulfilled. With that he simply allowed me to fall into the arms of Morpheus. His father Hypnos had already handed over the familiar yellow poppy so there was no danger of waking up for a while.


And so I carried on slumbering. I can’t claim it was any different to what I had experienced elsewhere, with one exception. In this case I happened to be doing so in Arcadia.


So, what could you expect? It was really anyone’s guess. Besides, I wasn’t even in a bed of the sort you find in hotels, guest houses and even in your own bedroom at home. Instead, it was one of grass and here it was of the Arcadian kind. However, it too was comfortable to the extent that I did not need a pillow. You could count yourself lucky.


And on I slumbered. How long it lasted is virtually impossible to tell as during those moments time stood still. Unlike the stream that was still flowing, Chronos himself had likewise fallen into a deep slumber and there was no way of telling when he might wake up.


Indeed, I had always felt that time functioned differently in Greece. Soon after arriving here I had already sensed it. For that you didn’t have to be one of those hypersensitive observers. Anyone wandering about would have easily noticed it for in some places you had to take care not to trip over ruins that were more than two thousand years old. In some areas there were so many of them that they had been cordoned off. In effect, whether you liked it or not it was like stepping into the distant past.


In Australia it was different. Although ours too was an old country – a continent, in fact – we had neither the stone ruins, nor any written records going back that far. I suppose you could say that Uluru, formerly known as Ayers Rock, was one of them, though it was not man-made. Instead, it happened to be an enormous red rock which is the world’s largest monolith that is to be found in the Northern Territory south-west of Alice Springs.


As for poets and dramatists going back that far, we simply didn’t have any. To say the least it was most regrettable, yet there was nothing at all we could do about it.


Here, on the other hand, there was a wealth of records going back as far as ten centuries if you included Homer. In the form of poems, dramas, sagas, orations, histories and other genres, you had accounts of what life had been like at the time. In periods of both peace and war there was always someone at hand who reached for his pen to record what was going on. In retrospect, you had to be thankful for them.


Be that as it may, it does at times seem somewhat strange that someone from down under should become interested in what went on in Hellas thousands of years ago. It was unlikely to change matters. Or was that view too hasty? Who could tell?


Wars, as such, were still going on, even in Europe, and in that regard little had changed. Would it not have been far wiser to study what these ancient writers had taken the time to write about and learn from them?


As I saw it, the time would surely not have been wasted by any stretch of the imagination. On the contrary, many of these poets, dramatists and historians had themselves been involved in these internecine conflicts and had later drawn their own conclusions. If they had merely been oral ones, they would have been lost forever.
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