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INTRODUCTION


Cultural Dislocation and the Modernity of Colonialism


In his vision of a future Australian race, Marcus Clarke speculated on the homogenising effects of nineteenth-century life. He believed that modern developments in transportation, and the mobility they made possible, also threatened the persistence of the local types associated with the settled communities of pre-industrial Europe.


The tendency of that abolition of boundaries which men call civilisation is to destroy individuality. The more railways, ships, wars, and international gatherings we have, the easier is it for men to change skies, to change food, to intermarry, to beget children from strange loins. The ‘type’—that is to say, the incarnated result of food, education, and climate—is lost. Men rolled together by the waves of social progress lose their angles and become smooth, round, differing in size only; as differ, and remain similar, the stones of the sea beach.1


The notion of modern transportation, the railway in particular, altering experiences of time and space, bringing disparate peoples within a nation, and disparate nations themselves closer, was a common one in the nineteenth century.2 Clarke’s vision of homogenisation, however, places this familiar topos in a more expansive, imperial context where dislocation and possible hybridisation are far more pronounced. In his account of the coming Australian race we have a glimpse of the modernity engendered by the dislocations of colonialism. People from different societies and of different ethnicities are uprooted, transported half way across the world and confronted with the daunting task of forging a life and an identity outside of familiar cultural habitats. The end result is the loss of distinctive cultural characteristics, the gradual homogenisation of once diverse populations and the emergence of a personality type that is at home nowhere in particular, but equally at home, it seems, everywhere.


In a way the experiences of colonial transport and dislocation merely embody, in a more extreme form, the dislocations of the industrial capitalism so vividly captured in Romantic writing of the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth centuries. It is fundamental to at least one version of Romanticism that the processes of land enclosure, the displacement of rural populations and the corresponding development of large cities disorganised a kind of identity that could be retrospectively posited in the unity of people, language and land. In fact many of our stories about the West as an embodiment of decline—stories of a people disintegrating into a mass of isolated subjects, of a community ceding to an alienated society, of the local being eroded by the global—echo the paradigm we find in the work of William Wordsworth and some of his more radical contemporaries. There is an obvious nostalgia at work here. Visions of a people with an intimate, ancestral relationship to place seem to circulate at the very moment that ‘belonging’, in this fundamental sense, has been disrupted or rendered problematic by processes of urbanisation, migration and alienation. The nineteenth-century city looms large here as a site of dislocation. Concentrating displaced peoples as a potential labour force for developing industry, the city also seemed to concentrate the abstract forces of capitalism that were so thoroughly dismantling traditional value and belief systems as people became increasingly beholden to the occult forces of the marketplace: money as a mediator of universal exchange, the commodity as a fetish object, the isolated consumer/worker as the bearer of a delusional economic freedom. The great novelistic achievements of the first half of the nineteenth century, the work of Dickens and Balzac especially, evoke these processes and transformations, as so many critics have explained. In the work of both writers the abstract power of money and its effects on a wide range of social practices, writing prominent among them, is foregrounded with startling clarity, while London and Paris respectively are brought to life by the social and economic energy of emerging capitalism.


It is a convenience of nineteenth-century literary studies, however, to limit these transformations to distinctly national spaces, even when an awareness of the already global character of capitalism is implicit. Certainly the nation-state played a crucial, though ambiguous role in the emergence of commodity-capitalism. As a form of administration, as the basis of developing bureaucracies and infrastructures, it contributed to and consolidated the modern disorganisation of local identities, while at an imaginative level it was able to conjure exactly the kind of situated sense of belonging supposedly lost to the homogenising forces of the industrial revolution. It could thus both enable and compensate for the dislocations of industrial capitalism because of its intensely ambiguous, double-edged character. It was at once an agent of modernisation and a bulwark against it. It is for this reason, no doubt, that modern cultures can also be confidently discussed as national cultures, such was the ideological force of the nation-state. It is on the basis of this ideological force, we are used to assuming, that nations, in Patrick Brantlinger’s words, ‘undoubtedly have been the most real factors or agents or units in modern world history, at least in the West, for the past four centuries’.3


Be that as it may, for many people in the nineteenth century the nation must have already been rendered problematic by the realities of emigration from it. ‘We are exiles/From the heirlooms and cradle of our race’, wrote Douglas Sladen in his tellingly titled A Poetry of Exiles, a work at once nostalgic for a homeland but also certain of its impossibility.4 If the nineteenth century was the time of the nation, as an imagined community in Benedict Anderson’s sense, and as the basis of modern administrative forms, it was also a time in which commodities, resources, populations and cultural sensibilities not only moved across national borders, but were regularly being transported across much larger imperial spaces. As the work of both Richard Waterhouse and Veronica Kelly points out, this is nowhere more evident than in the circulation of popular culture. The Australian colonies were, according to Kelly, ‘meshed into the global commercial popular entertainment industry, linked by continuous touring artistes and companies via the international and intercultural shipline, road, and later rail routes’.5 The intercultural and international nature of colonial theatre, she suggests, quickly dispels myths of colonial isolation. By the same token, national cultures also dispersed themselves along the same networks of imperial transport. A Touchstone review of Clarke’s His Natural Life expressed this very clearly, noting that English writers, once restricted to a specific national space, were now ‘scattered the wide world over’:


from the ‘burning zone’ of Africa to ‘frosty Caucasus’—in the wilds where cannibals used to dwell, and one eyed giants held their savage orgies—on the prairies of Central America, and in the terra incognita of the antipodes—the knights of the pen are to be found paying their devotions to their famous mother tongue.6


No doubt the economic and cultural realities of nineteenth-century imperialism were already well in advance of the nation-state, creating a stunning kind of dissonance captured not only in images of exile and melancholic dispersion, but also in the cosmopolitanism of those nineteenth-century cities that were unambiguously integrated into the global-imperial fold. This sense of dissonance—also registered as shock—is brilliantly captured in Herman Melville’s Redburn. Coming from New York to Liverpool, Melville’s narrator expects to find the stability of the old world, but instead encounters a city of radical hybridity in which the global nature of capitalism seems to have eaten away at the past, so much so that a fifty-year-old guide book is useless as a way of navigating through the totally changed ‘old world’ city. Melville’s novel suggests that cosmopolitanism undermines a certain sense of the past, of the continuity of historical time: the city embodies novelty, not fidelity to origins; its forms are about transience, not permanence; it has a mobile population, not a people (in the Romantic sense of Volk), and it is a matter of its own present (or presence), not the record of its past. In short, the economic realities of globalisation have eroded the perceived distinctions between the old world and the new, creating a space that has lost its definition by virtue of its itinerant population.


Australia had asserted at least a formal claim to nationhood by Federation in 1901. But in 1877, when Clarke imagined the future of the Australian race, the homogenised nation was much less certain. It was still possible for a writer like Clarke to see a disassembled collection of migrants who shared in common the experiences of itinerancy, dislocation and perhaps longing for the imagined homelands they had left behind. This might have been a nation in waiting, but it was certainly not characterised by a robust and uniform sense of its ‘Australianness’. The idea of the nation was being rehearsed in specific literary forms—popular pageant poems most notably—and works like Henry Kendall’s ‘The Muse of Australia’, with its wish for the nation as an entity that always eludes the poet’s grasp. But in the 1870s it was still possible for a writer, especially one born elsewhere, to grasp the abstracting forces of capitalism without the redeeming effects of national belonging. Settler-colonies, looked at in this way, distil the essence of modernity. They are cosmopolitan by definition and, at least initially, they struggle to reproduce the sense of belonging that lingers in the nation-states of a modernising Europe. As a result, they are also disenchanted. It is for this reason that Romanticism can be said to have failed in Australia. ‘We are a new community’, wrote Henry Gyles Turner in 1867, ‘We have no past, properly called, no legendary law belonging to us.’


The Classic and the Romantic die in the garish light of a country whose first civilised inhabitant still walks her streets, and where the moss-grown abbey, or crumbling ivy-covered castle, are emblemed by the falling log cabin, or tenantless slab hut of some deserted gold field.7


For many this sense of failure was and still is panic-inducing. In the work of Henry Kendall, for instance, something similar to Turner’s vision of settlement, ‘the falling log cabin’ and the ‘tenantless slab hut’, engendered Gothicised landscapes that register, sometimes quite hysterically, the abjection of the settler-colony in a way that undercuts attempts to stabilise some sort of national space. Turner’s speculation about the failure of Romanticism in Australia reflects an anxiety at the dislocated nature of colonial experience and the inability to imagine the colony in a way that fosters a sense of belonging and represses the strangeness of its alien presence.


In Clarke’s work, however, the dislocated nature of the colony triggers impulses that go beyond both panic and a compensatory nationalism. His work, by contrast, embraces and explores the fact of dislocation and places it at the centre of his vision of colonial life. When Clarke focused on the local, he did so not in the name of a fully-fledged cultural nationalism, but in order to grasp the specificity of colonial experience. As it did for Frederick Sinnett and many other mid-nineteenth-century Australians, the imperative to represent Australia made sense in the context of the nineteenth-century shift away from romance to realism. The actuality of one’s present moment, wherever that happened to be, was increasingly seen as the stuff of literature. In Australia this expressed itself in statements like Sinnett’s The Fiction Fields of Australia, which urged local writers to focus on and animate their own reality rather than gaze back at Europe, even though the nation itself had none of the ideological certainty it would by the end of the century. One of the criticisms made of Long Odds, Clarke’s first novel, was that it eschewed Australian realities in its focus on English society and manners. The critical response to the novel, forty odd years before Turner and Sutherland’s foundational, national literary history, indicates the way in which the nation functioned as a foundational absence in critical debate:


We want a national literature, but we cannot have it in the proper sense of the term until we have become a nation. Need we say that we are nothing as yet but the rude elements of one? At the very least, a generation must pass away before we can have the nation itself. For, what are the necessary conditions? The soil must be occupied by a people who have been born on it; whose tenderest feelings are associated with it; who love it not only for the hope of transmitting an inheritance to their children, but also for the sweet memories of their own childhood’s scenes and attachments … Lastly, as the result of their having been welded into this common life, the people must have an ideal to be cherished, and an aim to be pursued, distinct from the ideal or aim of any other people.8


Clarke was astute enough to realise that this conception of the nation could become a crucial means of accumulating readers and cultural capital, and of consolidating a literary public sphere. But it is also clear that his investment in the specificity of Australian literature did not faithfully reproduce the political fantasy implied by the image of a unified people born of the soil. On the contrary, Clarke saw Australia as, if anything, a rehearsal of the impossibility of the unity of a unique people, and his writing is an exploration of the aesthetic potential inherent in ensuing notions of cosmopolitanism, dislocation, itinerancy, and vagabondage. As we will see, this potential is concentrated most emphatically, and seductively, in his evocations of a colonial Bohemia.


In Clarke’s work the dislocations of capitalism are also the dislocations of colonialism and neither allows one easy access to the residual sense of belonging that Romanticism worked so hard to secure. The confluence of colonialism and capitalism is literalised, of course, in the gold rushes that brought speculators and miners from all over the world to the Victorian gold fields and transformed Melbourne into one of the great cities of the Victorian era within the space of a generation. The culture of gold speculating figures in many of Clarke’s sketches of town life in Australia. The dislocated nature of the populations he describes on the gold fields suggests precisely the absence of history and of an autochthonous relationship to the land, both of which drive Romantic nostalgia. In the main street of Grumbler’s Gully, for instance, ‘everything is desperately new’. The town contains ‘people of all ranks of society, of all nations, of all opinions’. Everyone is ‘surrounded with his or her particular aureole of civilisation’. This motley population can be found rehearsing its lack of unity in its commitment to a modern culture of novelty. The people of Grumbler’s Gully play the ‘latest music’, drink ‘the most fashionable brand of beer’, read the ‘latest novels’ and take a keen interest in fragments of news from Europe. ‘Amidst all this’, Clarke tells us, ‘there is no nationality. The Frenchman, German and Englishman all talk confidently about “going home”, and if by chance some old man with married daughters thinks he will die in the colony, he never by any chance expresses a wish to leave his bones in the horribly utilitarian cemetery at Grumbler’s Gully.’9


This sense of a dislocated, disassembled population with no deep or enduring sense of its own unity or identity recurs throughout Clarke’s work. We find it most emphatically in Clarke’s grotesque, Hugoesque evocations of Melbourne’s lower Bohemia, but it is also evident in his unflagging interest in the romance of mobile, itinerant characters who embody a state of chronic homelessness and displacement. The connotations around the idea of dislocation are, of course, varied. Perhaps Clarke’s most successful artistic creation, the Reverend James North in His Natural Life, experiences his mobility as a fall into a state of cultural obscurity and barbarism, expressing a much broader colonial anxiety at the prospect of cultural exile that was also shared, at times, by Clarke himself. Yet dislocation and what Henry Gyles Turner aptly named ‘intellectual vagabondry’,10 were also intensely productive for Clarke. His most compelling creations and his most energetic prose are obsessed with them. The ‘breaking down of social barriers, and the uprooting of social prejudices’ that typify a new country could, according to Clarke, provide ‘opportunities for fresh and vigorous delineation of human character which the settled society of the old world does not offer’.11 Indeed there is a kind of exuberance in the very idea of dislocation that produces modes of characterisation and description that have something comically excessive in their rendering of a dizzying diversity that refuses to conform to ready-made categories. Still, Clarke’s writing is also obsessive in its use of metropolitan conventions. He liked to imagine Melbourne as if it were London or Paris, and to present his own writing as similar in tone to that of Balzac, Hugo and Dickens.


Far from overcoming the dislocation of colonial experience, the obsessiveness of Clarke’s metropolitan identifications, animated by his constant desire for the cultural capital of the European city, highlights dislocation in the transparent fantasy of a cosmopolitanism that reads like a dream-image derived from the abstract circulation of populations, commodities and resources across the globe. In his work an exaggerated, sometimes quite fantastic sense of metropolitan continuity powerfully suggests the colonial dilemma: the colony reproduces the metropolis, but in the urgency of its desire to do so, it also reveals its own distance from it. Without a robust sense of national identity to fall back on, Clarke continually tried to construct forms of identification based on the abstract, economic continuities that linked the colony to the metropolis. Clarke drew upon the grotesquerie of something like Hugo’s court of miracles to describe the populace of the colonial city and to construct individual embodiments of dislocation.


Mr Longbow, of Bullocktown, for instance, quite literally embodies the dislocations of colonial culture:


No one knew what he had been, and no one could with any certainty predict what he might be. He shot birds, stuffed beasts, discovered mines, set legs, played the violin, and was ‘up’ in the Land Act. He was a universal genius, in fact, and had but one fault. His veracity was too small for his imagination … He was ‘all there,’ no matter where you might be. The Derby! He had lost fifty thou. in Musjid’s year. The interior of Africa! He had lived there for months, and spoke gorillese like a native. Dr. Livingstone! They had slept all night with but an ant-hill between them. The Duke of Wellington! He had been his most intimate friend, and called him ‘Arthur’ for years.12


Longbow is quite literally composed out of the diversity of colonial experience and the impossibility of owning any one particular identity or location. Being nothing in particular, having no discernible essence, his character embodies itinerancy itself. He is ‘all there’, both everywhere and nowhere. He figures dislocation as a form of abundance—as infinite adaptability, as cosmopolitan excess. He is not simply displaced: his itinerancy means that he is also equally at home everywhere. As the name Longbow suggests, this sense of dislocation also has a direct relationship to the possibility of fictionalisation. Because he cannot be definitively linked to one specific place, Longbow also has the liberty to reinvent himself and his past constantly. In fact there is something about him that makes the distinction between fiction and reality virtually meaningless, as if the lack of rootedness and discernible identity that characterises the colonial is also the condition of obsessive fictionalisation, a point that is not lost on contemporary Australian writers interested in reframing colonial history. In the colonies, identities can be forged and pasts can be rewritten, as in the notorious, real-life case of the Tichborne claimant, which informs Clarke’s His Natural Life through the story of John Rex’s attempt to impersonate Richard Devine. This sort of imposture figures throughout Clarke’s work. From the melodrama of His Natural Life to a comedy like the unfinished Reverses, it is a sure index of dislocation.


These modes of representation also seem to have a very direct relationship to the economic circumstances of colonial Victoria. Migration, relocation and dislocation were in many cases direct consequences of the quest for gold. If the newly-founded, chronically disunified communities of the gold fields enact the absence of nationality and spur on a fictional idiom in which character is itself rendered radically itinerant and prone to imposture, it was partly because the new economic opportunities of the colonies were themselves conducive to the rapid making and unmaking of personal fortunes and destinies. In a gold rush economy, speculation takes on a particular kind of centrality. One speculates for gold, speculates on property and stock, and speculates about the possibilities of a better life, gambling a residual sense of identity against the possibility of new-world wealth. If dislocation generates at least the perception of new forms of characterisation, these new forms of characterisation almost always index the pervasiveness of economic possibilities in which fortune and fame stood to be made, and lost. According to David Goodman, the discovery of gold ‘ominously seemed to be removing the link between work and wealth’, and for this reason prospecting was often likened to gambling.13 When Richard Birnie described the baneful connection between gambling and mining, it was no coincidence that he saw both as antithetical to stable identity, as if the figure of the gambler/miner were chronically and dangerously unsettled: ‘The heart of the gambler is dead to patriotism, to principle, to social and even to domestic love.’14


In Clarke’s fiction these issues often manifest in the literal quest for gold, as in the serial version of His Natural Life and in the story ‘A Modern Eldorado’, for instance. But in his career more generally, the exchangeability of writing, that is Clarke’s ability to turn his own work into a livelihood, was also a speculative kind of exercise. Clarke was acutely aware of his relationship to the marketplace, and of the extent to which his ability to make a livelihood from writing was contingent on the fickleness of public taste and his own status as a producer of cultural commodities. As Michael Wilding points out, Clarke was involved in writing as a ‘commercial media’, wrestling with the ‘debased cliches of commercial fiction’.15 In Clarke’s praise of Dickens for his ability to transmute ‘the base metal of back-alley humanity into purest gold of sentiment and fancy’,16 we cannot miss the extent to which the metaphor of literary alchemy refers very directly to the actuality of the writer’s economic aspirations, while the title Long Odds directly suggests the gamble involved in pursuing a literary career.


Clarke’s work is full of this kind of self-consciousness, in which the relationship between writing and the material circumstances framing it is highlighted. A play like Goody Two Shoes, for instance, literalises the culture of speculation in its pantomime version of the conflict between shams, shares and swindles and the King of Coins. Here speculation is presented as a corrosive force that easily supersedes hard currency and seduces the innocent. The farce suggests the economic conditions around it in a fairly straightforward way, presenting exchange value as the animating principle of society. Yet grasping the relationship of literature to the commodity form, Clarke also tried to fashion texts, and no doubt Goody Two Shoes was one, that were very deliberately, even self-consciously, aimed at the marketplace. This is, no doubt, true of writers more generally in the nineteenth century. Clarke’s work, however, did not simply orient itself to its potential saleability as a commodity. It also has a properly mimetic relationship to the commodity form. That is to say, it does not just represent the processes of commodity-capitalism as a realist text might claim to do, nor does it simply mould itself to them. Doing away with the fictions of belonging that give both the nineteenth-century Bildungsroman and sensation novel their senses of a redeeming social purpose, Clarke’s work draws attention to the ways in which it actually replicates the morphology of the commodity as the basis of its own textuality. It does this with such a high degree of self-consciousness, moreover, that it effectively parodies itself. This is, arguably, the most compelling aspect of Clarke’s work for the cultural historian. In Writing in Fragments, Kevin McLaughlin discusses the mimetic relationship of Karl Marx’s writing to the commodity. Marx, he claims, ‘resists the language of the commodity by miming it’:


By miming commodity language Marx hopes to define it as a sign, to denaturalize it and subject it to a certain kind of reading. The desire is, in short, for a reading that will prove lethal—a reading that will destroy what has become a sign and mark a break with the social relations of which it was a product.17


It would be spurious to claim for Clarke the critical insights of Marxism, yet the mimetic faculty McLaughlin identifies here is a fundamental aspect of his writing. It is evident not simply at the level of diction, but is intricately figured in the formal characteristics of many of his best stories, in which narrative structure might be said to mimic and in so doing ultimately reveal the commodity’s deceptive promise of fulfilment. Clarke’s writing frequently parades the principle of its own desirability, only to reveal the illusionism on which it is premised. It foregrounds the textual effects and narrative dynamics on which its own marketability might hinge. This also produced an intensely citational style. His work constantly refers to the precedents informing it, constantly stakes its claims to cultural capital and exchangeability. It is a literature in which the ever-needful soul of the commodity, about which Walter Benjamin speculated, is clearly parodied.


Writing in the nineteenth century was increasingly implicated in the process of commodification. The massive growth of the periodical press in the early decades of the century, steady increases in literacy rates, the expansion of the reading public, and the development of serialised fiction, all seemed to threaten if not subvert the naïvely Romantic assumption that literature could be a vocation immune to the corrosive materiality of emerging capitalism. The power of the press and the seeming monotony of writing for it emerge in nineteenth-century fiction as powerful tropes in accounts of literary endeavour beholden to the marketplace. This is harrowingly represented in Balzac’s Lost Illusions, which portrays Romantic aspirations gradually sacrificed to the world of mercenary journalism. In the novel, Lucien, driven by poverty and ambition, finds himself inhabiting a Bohemian world of idealistic writers and thinkers, but at the same time sinks into the hack-work of literary journalism which finally dooms him to betray his own ideals. The novel was a powerful influence on Clarke, whose own treatment of Bohemia and of the marketplace owes a great deal to it. Clarke shared Balzac’s view of the tension between literature (in the sense of autonomous aesthetic production) and journalism (as the fall into the marketplace), a tension that was, if anything, more urgent for a colonial writer who continued to locate cultural capital in the imperial metropolis. Yet he was also tireless in his efforts to embrace the opportunities of the marketplace.


In his writing Bohemia is not just a representation of economic and cultural marginality, it is also something that Clarke foregrounds for its marketability—‘base metal of the back alley’ that his own skill would turn into pure gold. In one sense Clarke adopted the image of the Bohemian in order to market himself and his work. In another sense the kind of performativity or even imposture this involved, the obvious capitulation to the logic of the marketplace, necessitated exactly the kind of itinerant, opportunistic personae that seemed to be the essence of colonial dislocation in the first place. The strangeness of a character like Longbow thus emerged as a way of being, an actual identity one could claim for oneself and one’s writing. Clarke’s career played upon this sort of imposture and was attracted to genres that textually embodied it. In his work we get the sense that the whole idea of identity as such is subservient to the demands of the marketplace. Accordingly, Clarke’s oeuvre includes those literary sub-genres that directly reflect the energy and degradation of the market: trivia, light literature, hoaxes, anecdote—a kind of literary Kleinkunst in which ‘great’ works are ironically eschewed for consumable ones, in which voices and personae are thrown on and off with a theatrical virtuosity.


The dislocations of colonialism and the imposture of commodity-capitalism thus constantly feed off each other. But what is unique in Clarke’s work is that the pressure of the market cannot be grasped in opposition to some sort of residual identity or value system threatened by modernity. In the colonies, on the contrary, dislocation is the very condition of the settler-subject. In an insightful essay on modernity and its belatedness in Australia, David Carter notes that Clarke embodies one of the neglected trajectories of modernity, partly for this reason: his work points to ‘the possibility of a radical originality in the peripheral culture in which the very absence of history makes modernity peculiarly our own’. Clarke’s genius, Carter continues, ‘was to have been the first to glimpse the possibility of an Australian culture discovered in the very weirdness of modernity’.18 The phrase ‘colonial modernity’ dovetails with this account. It also embodies my attempt to re-read and re-situate Clarke in terms of the challenge to Australian literary history that Philip Mead has suggested in his work on Charles Harpur: to read colonial writing in a way that avoids the ‘cruel mythology’ that has sacrificed colonial writers to national ones.19 Clarke’s work, I suggest, reveals some of the possibilities of a pre-national literary culture in Australia. If one can talk at all about a colonial identity in the 1860s and 1870s, it would be an identity grounded on the very impossibility of identity in the residual Romantic sense. It would be an identity that consists exactly in the dislocatedness of modernity. As Ian McLean has pointed out, modernity and colonialism are almost impossible to disentangle in the context of nineteenth-century Australia. The nomadism, the alienation and the desire for discernible origins that typify European modernity also define, if indeed they weren’t first forged through, colonial experience.20 Clarke seems to have experienced this acutely. While his work at times enacts a nostalgia for the England he left in his youth, it also embraces the experience of dislocation, upon which it founds a range of aesthetic effects and postures that embody both the form of the commodity and the dissolution of residual social bonds.


This book is not a biography of Clarke. That book has already been admirably written by Brian Elliott. Nor does it attempt to be an exhaustive act of critical coverage and retrieval. While the details of Clarke’s life and of his interactions with the literary culture of the city will obviously be important to it, this study aims to capture something that is usually beyond the range of a biography, or of ‘life and letters’ approaches to literary studies. It attempts to locate Clarke in terms of the broad context in which he wrote and in terms of the literary and journalistic genres which, I’ll argue, reflect his engagement with the modernity of this context. Work by critics like Michael Wilding, Laurie Hergenhan, Ken Stewart, Michael Ackland and Lurline Stuart has already made significant strides in this direction. This book assumes and draws upon their research in its attempt to discuss Clarke’s career in terms of the colonial experience of dislocation and the forms of literary expression in which that experience is manifest.


Clarke lived and wrote in Melbourne at a time of unprecedented urban growth. When he arrived in 1863, the wealth of the gold fields had already initiated the processes that were to fuel the city’s rapid expansion and development. Through the 1850s Melbourne’s population grew from a base of 29,000 people to 125,000.21 In 1860 the Victorian gold fields had an export value of £9 million a year, a third of the total global gold production.22 Of course this sense of the miraculousness of the ‘Marvellous Melbourne’ that had emerged by the early 1880s, right at the end of Clarke’s short life, is itself a trope in the writing of the city and may well be overstated. Yet it does seem true to say that Clarke’s career in the late 1860s and 1870s coincides with the period in which the local specificity of the city as a miracle of both colonial and capitalist endeavour emerged as an object of consistent literary scrutiny. According to the Table Talk editor Maurice Brodzky, Melbourne in the 1860s was ‘a roaring city of strenuous business and unbridled pleasure.’


George Coppin catered spicey shows at Cremoine gardens; Charley Bright provided promiscuous dancing for sailors and diggers on the spree, at the Colusseum; Spiers and Pond exhibited fleshy English Hebes behind the bar at their Café; Dr.L.L. Smith ran the Polytechnic.23


This sense of exuberance is typical of the way in which the period has been recorded. The modernity of the colonial city, however, also has something about it that subverts the whole idea of local specificity. Melbourne, as it emerges in Clarke’s writing, was also an echo of London and Paris, an assemblage of literary tropes that seems to conjure a ubiquitous sort of urban experience, or cosmopolitanism, linked to the aesthetic conventions of what, after Walter Benjamin, we could call ‘panoramic literature’. In this respect the city, as Clarke evoked it, mirrors the ambiguities of the dislocated colonial subject: the city is both itself and a repetition of a number of other places, it is uniquely colonial, but also ubiquitously metropolitan.


The term ‘panoramic literature’ implies a range of interrelated literary and sub-literary genres concerned with depicting the everyday, the local and the contemporary, especially as they are manifest in urban spaces: physiologies, guide books, urban ethnographies, ethnographic journalism, and light or ephemeral journal fiction. By the middle of the nineteenth century the forms of panoramic literature that thrived in London, Paris and New York were also dominant forms in Melbourne, where they register and in some sense address the problems of locality and identity thrown up the city as an avatar of global capitalism. This kind of writing acknowledges the ephemeral nature of the world it describes. Its pleasure is a matter of its ability to evoke disorder, movement and proliferation in an aesthetic register that moves quickly from documentary realism to the kind of grotesque realism that, for Bakhtin, echoes the pleasures of the carnivalesque. It registers, in other words, a diverse and sometimes conflicted set of desires on the part of its readers, and its ability to do this is the condition of its consumability. In mid-nineteenth-century Melbourne these genres formed the core of the local literary scene. Daily papers published weekly supplementary sections for serial fiction and descriptions of the city’s everyday goings-on. The forms of description involved here frequently assume the persona of the idle and opportunistic Bohemian. In this kind of journalistic writing the city is insistently aestheticised: it is a labyrinth, an underworld, a site of political chaos, of Circe-like transformation and of carnivalesque inversion. Even its ability to appear as familiar, as domesticated, is the result of an aesthetic strategy, a series of ‘reality-effects’. At every level, it is a work of textual fantasy.


This relationship between print-culture and fantasy is central to any understanding of how writing circulates through, interacts with or emerges out of its material context. It is principally as fantasy that writing engages with processes of commodification and exchange, principally as fantasy that it is desired. While Clarke’s journalistic accounts of mid-nineteenth-century Melbourne manifest this relationship, they do not by any means exhaust it. Virtually the entirety of Clarke’s literary output, whether it be journalistic sketches, Gothic short stories or serial fiction, foregrounds this issue in one way or another. There is a complicated dialectic at work here. On the one hand, the very essence of fantasy presupposes the capacity to transcend the actual, material conditions of our being. Its pleasure is bound up with this notion of transcendence or escape, the prioritisation of the imagination over the real, the pleasure principle over the reality principle. On the other hand, the very notion of imaginative flight is a facet of the literary commodity’s ability to offer pleasure. It mires the reader in the material circumstances of consumer-capitalism just as surely as it promises an illusory escape from them. Clarke’s writing, I want to argue, both embodies the fantasy life of his society and points to the material realities against which this fantasy life forged itself. It reveals, in other words, the extent to which fantasy was inseparable from the political and economic processes animating Melbourne in the 1860s and 1870s. His work lets us read the extent to which fantasy and actuality were mutually implicated terms. If his writing offered forms of aestheticisation that promised to transcend the actual, this promise of aesthetic resistance to the pressure of the everyday was also immersed in the commodity-culture of colonial Melbourne.


In setting up this relationship between fantasy and materiality, I’m drawing upon a long tradition of Marxist aesthetic theory in which a dialectical relationship between the ideological and the utopian is a crucial dynamic. Put simply, cultural forms circulate because they offer various forms of pleasure and gratification that anticipate the utopian, but they do so in a way that assumes and thus covertly reinforces the material structures we associate with commodification and ultimately exploitation. This is what Herbet Marcuse meant by the term ‘affirmative culture’: ‘the assertion of a universally obligatory, eternally better and more valuable world that must be unconditionally affirmed: a world essentially different from the factual world of the daily struggle for existence, yet realizable by every individual for himself “from within,” without any transformation of the state of fact.’24 It is also what Adorno and Horkheimer had in mind when they talked about the delusional solace of bourgeois culture or the false promises of the culture industry: the ‘escape from everyday drudgery’ which always returns one to the very condition one sought to transcend.25


Walter Benjamin’s The Arcades Project, the theoretical text upon which this study most obviously draws, is continuous with this critical tradition, but it is also an impressionistic, contradictory and incomplete text that often deviates from the disciplinary norms of more conventional theoretical work. The Arcades Project trawls the remains of the ephemeral cultural forms of nineteenth-century Paris in order to divine the traces of collective fantasy embedded in them, like historical fossils. It foregrounds the dream-life of the nineteenth-century city as one dominated by the form of the commodity. As we will see, Benjamin’s use of the term phantasmagoria to encapsulate the delusional, fetishistic quality of cultural forms under the sign of the commodity is uncannily similar to Clarke’s use of the term in writing that foregrounds the commodified, objectified character of literary fantasy. This is not the only point of congruence between Benjamin’s work and Clarke’s. Clarke was a writer who at the very least liked to imagine himself belonging in the metropolitan version of the nineteenth century that Benjamin evokes. Phantasmagoria, Bohemia, city streets, the marketplace, the interior: the topography of Paris is repeated as fantasy in the topography of Clarke’s Melbourne. My thinking about Clarke has always been informed by this congruence, by the sense that his career offers a colonial version of the forms that obsessed Benjamin in Paris. For this reason Benjamin’s fragmented ruminations on disparate aspects of cultural production in nineteenth-century Paris, while not supplying anything like an all encompassing system, have proven immensely useful.


While Benjamin’s work is thus central to my thinking about Clarke, it is also almost exclusively metropolitan in its focus and has only an incidental interest in the broader imperial context in which the modernity of nineteenth-century Paris was forged. Work on Clarke and the culture of nineteenth-century Melbourne cannot, of course, allow this metropolitan bias to persist. In offering the settler-colony as an exemplary site of modernity in the nineteenth century I’m also trying to explore a range of tensions and issues that compel us to read modernity as always implicated in colonial ideology. With the specificity of a colonial modernity in mind, this book also moves towards a set of textual loci that register the realities of settlement and the violent displacement of Indigenous Australian cultures. In a sense the structure of this book reflects a kind of broadening out from urban print-culture and Bohemian experience, Clarke’s immediate and most obvious obsessions, to literature’s role in the consolidation of colonial ideology, an issue which is far more camouflaged in his work.


The first three chapters contextualise Clarke in Melbourne and explore the relationship between his journalism, his fiction and the marketplace. They pursue a range of related issues. Chapter One examines the textual production of Bohemia as indicative of colonial fantasies and anxieties in the midst of dislocation and a globalising print-culture. Chapter Two develops this into an examination of the integration of panoramic writing into the marketplace, where its mimetic potential could also generate a critique of its own commodification. In Chapter Three I shift focus from journalism to fiction, discussing Clarke’s use of Gothic tropes as markers of Bohemian identification and cultural capital, and as a means to explore the mystery of a public sphere increasingly characterised by its mass-market potential. The last two chapters attempt to suggest some of the ways in which the mobility of cultural forms and sensibilities, their circulation across the space of empire, organises representations and elisions of Indigenous culture that consolidate the highly exclusive sense of possessiveness embedded in the notion of ‘our modernity’.


Chapter Four explores the colonial appropriation of Romanticism in the form of a light literature that circulates uncanny affect in a way that draws upon and denigrates Aboriginal belief systems in order to consolidate the aesthetic-subjective experience of the settler-subject. Finally Chapter Five discusses the way in which Clarke, along with writers like Charles Harpur and Henry Kendall, negotiated the complex issue of colonial sovereignty—an issue at the heart of the colonial endeavour and one that compelled Clarke to offer His Natural Life as a kind of Australian genesis story dedicated to its explication. The chapters themselves, like Clarke’s own writing, often seem to be quite peripatetic, perhaps unusually so, covering a wide variety of texts and contexts, both metropolitan and colonial. This is not a matter of perversity. On the contrary, the highly mobile forms of textuality this book examines require a critical idiom that is adequate to the realities of cultural transportation and dislocation in the period. To mediate between the imperial metropolis and the colony, to cover an intercultural context and a local one, to track the mobility of cultural sensibilities and their specific adaptations, I have constructed chapters that shift their attention accordingly.


Finally, though, this is a book about Clarke and as such it must start from Clarke’s own obsessions, his own dislocation. In grasping the cultural and historical significance of these obsessions I want to clarify the relationship between literature, commodification and settler-colonialism. My gamble is that Clarke’s work also shares something of this aim, that its interest in its modernity will also open up that concept and help us locate it in the confluence of colonialism and capitalism, the two forces that continue to shape contemporary Australia and those of us who live in it.
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CHAPTER ONE


Bohemia and the Dream-life of the Colonial City


Nothing evokes the mystery and the pleasure of the nineteenth-century city as emphatically as the term ‘Bohemia’. By the time Marcus Clarke arrived in Melbourne in June 1863, the pleasure of Bohemia was already a staple of nineteenth-century writing, a trope in the representation and aestheticisation of everyday life. In both journalism and literary fiction the term evoked an uncertain constellation of city-dwellers who, having embraced a Romantic refusal of commercial philistinism, had also turned themselves into social outcasts existing in the margins of official urban space. In 1840 Honoré de Balzac, a writer Clarke later described as ‘the incarnation of Paris Bohemianism’,1 wrote the following representative description:


Bohemianism, which by rights should be called the doctrine of the Boulevard des Italiens, finds it recruits among young men between twenty and thirty, all of them men of genius in their way, little known, it is true, as yet, but sure of recognition one day, and when that day comes, of great distinction. They are distinguished as it is at carnival time, when their exuberant wit, repressed for the rest of the year, finds a vent in more or less ingenious buffoonery … There are writers, administrators, soldiers, and artists in Bohemia; every faculty, every kind of brain is represented there … The word Bohemia tells you everything. Bohemia has nothing and lives upon what it has. Hope is its religion; faith (in one’s self) its creed; and charity is supposed to be its budget.2


As Pierre Bourdieu points out, and as Balzac makes clear when he writes that the Bohemian is as ‘witty as a feuilleton’,3 the Bohemian is caught ambiguously between fiction and actuality, a literary personage perpetuated as a social type. If the would-be artists of Bohemia were attempting to live by their creativity, they also marked their distinction from other social groups and classes through the ‘art of living’ they were in the process of inventing, such that a ‘genuine society within a society makes its appearance’.4 The Bohemian art of living, closely linked with the symbolic transgressions and inversions of ‘carnival time’, as Balzac’s description indicates, became a literary motif at the very moment that its creators began to perform the identity they had constructed.


Bohemia, in other words, cannot be easily disentangled from the texts that purport to represent it. It was not simply a social reality subsequently discovered and represented by ethnographic journalists. Bohemia, as Elizabeth Wilson writes, ‘is a cultural Myth about art in modernity, a myth that seeks to reconcile Art to industrial capitalism, to create for it a role in consumer society.’5 It thus could ‘never be separated from its literary and visual representations.’6 Bohemia was not only a refusal of bourgeois norms, it was also a representation of this refusal, and as a representation was also inseparable from the processes of textual production and reception that implied an increasingly bourgeois readership and the marketplace through which textual commodities were circulated and consumed. It is this basic problem that has to be reckoned with in any discussion of Bohemia. The term leads us not just towards the social and economic realities of the nineteenth-century city, but also towards the fantasies the city generated about itself. It is no coincidence that the exploration of Bohemia is often phrased by ethnographic journalists as a descent into an underworld hidden beneath the respectable surfaces of society. No metaphor better captures the sense of Bohemia existing in the dream-life of the city, in what Richard Sieburth (after Benjamin) calls its ‘collective unconscious and phantasmagorical innards’.7 For Clarke, describing Melbourne in the late 1860s, the topographical metaphor was appropriate to what he called ‘Lower Bohemia’: ‘I will take you, Dante-like, on an excursion through a real inferno, where rags, and poverty, and drunkenness, and crime, and misery, all huddle together.’8 In Clarke’s work the fantastic nature of Bohemia is evident in deliberately citational evocations of the grotesque. This lends it a kind of aesthetic excessiveness that readily translates into textual or imaginative pleasure for the reader.


Fantasy, however, can seldom be separated from the reality principle against which it emerges. In so far as Bohemia involves, at least in part, a highly imaginative, aestheticised departure from the real, it also invites us to contextualise it in terms of the material conditions informing the production and consumption of nineteenth-century print-culture, to understand, in other words, how social and economic circumstances shaped it. In Clarke’s writing, images of Bohemia invariably return us to the material actuality of commercialisation and commodification, in both nineteenth-century Melbourne and in a broader, imperial economy. In the relationship between the material and the textual, the empirical and the imaginative, the commodity and the carnivalesque, we can begin to open up a space in which to talk about the dream-life of the colonial city, the traces of which might be the most emphatic evidence of the city’s cultural actuality.
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