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Introduction: Gerald Murnane’s Homemade World


Very little happens in Gerald Murnane’s fiction. In his debut novel, Tamarisk Row (1974), young Clement Killeaton sits in his backyard in Bassett—a fictionalised version of Bendigo—pretending that his marbles are racehorses. Adrian Sherd, the teenage protagonist of his second book, A Season on Earth (1976/2019)*, fantasises about US film stars, idealises a young girl that he is too afraid to speak to on his train ride to school, and briefly joins a monastery before giving up his vocation. Murnane’s third and most famous novel, The Plains (1982), is about a young filmmaker who travels to regional Australia seeking funding from a rich patron; he receives patronage, but fails to make his film. There is little in the way of conventional plotting: no rising action, no conflict, no dramatic tension, no resolution. Neither do these novels feature extensive casts of characters. Instead, we encounter the thoughts and experiences of his protagonists, who are loners and daydreamers. The major conflicts in these novels occur within the protagonists’ minds: Tamarisk Row, for example, is named after the imaginary community of horse-breeders and jockeys that Clement invents in his backyard marble game, which becomes as richly detailed as the nominal ‘reality’ of his life in Bassett.


Murnane’s books stage a conflict between his protagonists’ complex and satisfying imaginary worlds and the external world of experience. Murnane finds great humour in his protagonists’ inability to resolve the two. As Imre Salusinszky has argued, Murnane’s novels dramatise ‘the relation of the individual mind to the reality confronting it’1. It is obvious that Adrian Sherd’s intricate if strangely naïve sexual fantasies of film stars don’t augur well for taking on the clerical collar. The unnamed filmmaker’s inability to complete his film is intentionally ridiculous: he never even attempts his work, because he becomes so absorbed in contemplating the ineffable nature of the Plains. And yet, these characters’ failures are not simply a set-up for an ironic punchline. This is because Murnane’s work takes imaginary realms very seriously. For this reason. J.M. Coetzee has described Murnane as ‘a radical idealist’.2 The second half of Tamarisk Row depicts the lives of the breeders and racers in the imaginary marble community of Tamarisk Row as if they were real. The filmmaker’s desire to capture the Plains never really abates, because the process of imagining his unfilmable film becomes as important as making it. Adrian Sherd abandons the monastery, but his vocation towards something remains: he builds an almost monastic cell in the shed behind his parents’ house where he quite literally hides from the world. The problem for these characters is not their rich inner worlds, but that these worlds remain incommensurate with the absolute fixity of external reality.


The Murnanian protagonist struggles because he (it’s always and only a him) cannot adequately communicate his internal world to others. The crucial example in Murnane’s early writing is Adrian Sherd’s unrequited love for a girl that he spots on a train, his so-called Earth Angel. Adrian is so taken with this girl that he intentionally boards the same carriage for months, and—by spying on a notebook of hers—learns that her name is Denise McNamara. He considers introducing himself, but instead consults a phonebook to learn her address, and imagines writing to her parents to express his romantic intentions. Adrian remains unaware that his actions are creepy or worse. Such ironic depictions of unrequited love are hardly new in literature. Readers of La Vita Nuova will know that Dante barely spoke to Beatrice. James Joyce’s ‘Araby’ (1914), tells a similar story, though the narrator understands his own foolishness far more quickly than Adrian (and ‘Araby’ almost certainly influenced Murnane given that one of his narrators calls Joyce ‘the greatest of prose writers’3).


The Murnanian protagonist differs from most sufferers of unreturned affection. Adrian quickly loses interest in the real Denise, subsuming himself in complex daydreams of a future life with an imaginary version of her. A Season on Earth details their fantasy courtship and eventual break-up over a hundred pages, all of which occurs within Adrian’s mind. This imagined relationship seems ridiculous, but it is arguably the paradigmatic relationship within Murnane’s fiction. As Samantha Trayhurn has noted, Murnane’s description of the actual events that inspired the novel also suggest that the made-up relationship eclipsed the real one: after ‘conversing for two or three weeks’ the boy finds himself ‘so ill at ease that he can’t recall the details of their conversations’ and decides to end his pursuit.4 Murnane’s characters repeatedly articulate a desire for an intense shared understanding that is wordless. The story ‘Stone Quarry’, for example, depicts a bizarre writer’s retreat called Waldo (a punning reference to the real writer’s retreat, Yaddo, and the author of ‘Self-Reliance’ (1841), Ralph Waldo Emerson) that strictly enforces a monastic policy of silence:




The theory behind the vow of silence is that talk—even serious, thoughtful talk or talk about writing itself—drains away the writer’s most precious resource, which is the belief that he or she is the solitary witness to an inexhaustible profusion of images from which might be read all the wisdom of the world.5





For Murnane’s characters, language remains necessary but a degradation of the internal world of images, which provide access to a deeper meaning. The external world may be comically uninterested in the protagonists’ elaborate daydreams, but these rich internal worlds also contain an ineffable and self-suﬃcient truth that surpasses reality.


Wordless understanding becomes an idealised mode of communication even though it is impossible. For this reason, this ideal mode of communication can only occur between imaginary people; the ending of ‘Stone Quarry’ recounts this impossible situation, where communication is only possible when the narrator imagines ‘a world in which the woman does not exist and neither do I’.6 Elsewhere, Murnane has written about his ‘Ideal Reader’ who ‘supervises most of ’ his writing; this Ideal Reader is an invisible, female ‘entity’ with ‘a distinctive appearance’ though she does not resemble any actually living person, who has not ‘uttered so much as a syllable’ to Murnane, even though she seems somehow fond of him.7 While the Ideal Reader does not speak—just like the characters in ‘Stone Quarry’—she does communicate: Murnane states that he understands what she wants in the way that one intuits the ‘demands of certain silent personages in dreams’.8 This figure, who Murnane sometimes deems his ‘Patroness’, also recalls the literal patron of The Plains who supports the nameless filmmaker. I suspect that many readers—including me—might not know how to feel about the Ideal Reader, which seems like a strange mysticism (Murnane himself invokes Robert Graves’s writings on his muse in comparison), or perhaps even an aestheticised Marist theology; Brigid Rooney has argued that Murnane’s ‘yearnings towards ideal women’ are shaped by his ‘suburban Catholicism’.9 But the ‘Ideal Reader’ emphasises that imaginary, wordless relationships are a vital form of relation for Murnane.


Murnane’s writing playfully slips between fiction and autobiography. As Anthony Uhlmann has noted, Murnane’s works ‘cannot easily be classified as “novels”’, and often shift between ‘the essay form and the fictional form’.10 Shannon Burns has argued that Murnane’s writing ‘appears to be increasingly truthful and revealing’ and functions effectively like autobiography, despite employing a set of ‘distancing devices’ that emphasise his work’s fictionality.11 Murnane has variously described the relationship of reality and truth in his writing. Sometimes he describes his work as ‘true fiction’. At other points, he has appropriated Wayne Booth’s concept of the ‘implied author’—a complicated literary-critical concept that can only be fully understood in relation to specific problems of interpretation generated by the twentieth-century movement known as the New Criticism; for Murnane, however, the implied author refers to the fictional avatars of himself that narrate his works, and who are separate from the living person who wrote the books. Murnane employs these avatars to fictionalise and transform his autobiographical experiences: while readers frequently wonder to what degree Murnane’s characters resemble him, he prefers responding with ‘evasive answers’.12 Murnane’s writing hybridises fiction, essay, and memoir in ways that anticipate contemporary autofiction, and it can be hard to predict what is real and what is fictional. For example, I asked Murnane about the writing technique described in the short story, ‘In Far Fields’, in which individual sentences are placed in folders of different colors. This seems wholly consistent with Murnane’s well-known tendencies to archive his writing in filing cabinets, but he looked at me confusedly, before saying, ‘Oh, I made that up.’ Louis Klee, however, has more recently noted that the five-point diagram which is discussed as a compositional system in the same story has been employed by the real Murnane both for his writing and his teaching.13


The protagonists of Murnane’s works all resemble the real Gerald Murnane. He did, as a child, play a complex horseracing game in Bendigo with marbles. I have seen these same marbles, which now sit in two medium-sized jars on his desk. In the story ‘The Interior of Gaaldine’ from Emerald Blue, a character describes his complex fictional horseracing game set in two imaginary countries named New Eden and New Arcady. But the real Murnane plays a virtually identical game. I have seen part of this ‘Antipodean Archive’, which he has described as containing ‘a thousand pages of typescripts, manuscripts, maps, charts, diagrams, lists, and sketches describing the organization, administration and day-to-day running of horse-racing’, as well as the detailed ‘results of several hundred races’ that he began recording in 1985.14 The Antipodean Archive is, for all intents and purposes, a role-playing game: instead of dice, he randomly selects telephone numbers from an old phone directory to determine the outcome of races. He creates characters for the various racers and owners, and even cuts out faces from magazines and newspapers (many of whom are celebrities, though Murnane is often unaware of who they are), which are ‘assigned’ to his various imaginary characters. He assiduously collates this material in three-ring binders.


Similarly, we know that Gerald Murnane, as a young man, developed a complex infatuation with a young girl on a train he never spoke to, and that—like Adrian Sherd—he briefly embarked upon a vocation in the priesthood by entering a monastery. His room in Goroke immediately reminded me of Adrian Sherd’s backyard shed: the spare, small, white-walled room contains his famous filing cabinets (where he has kept records of much of his life and holds many unpublished writings), a selection of books, his marbles, his violin, a poster of the winners of the Melbourne Cup and a few other prized possessions. In a small folder on top of one cabinet he has organised his will and other papers that will be necessary for his children after his death (Murnane has been ‘described by my wife and several friends as the most organised person they have ever known’15). He sleeps on a small swag that he stows every evening on top of his filing cabinets. It is a singular dwelling: half monk’s cell and half cabinet of wonders. Mark Binelli, in a profile of Murnane for The New York Times Magazine, has described his room as ‘a blend of fanatical organization and claustrophobia, as if a squatter had taken over a secluded wing of a research library’.16 Murnane encourages this comparison in his poem ‘A Cistercian Life’, when he notes the unusual deprivations of his way of living ‘without radio, TV, telephone or computer’ and states that ‘I have made no vow of silence but I haven’t spoken since yesterday when I called at the store’.17


Murnane’s unusual living conditions are not the result of penury or desperation, but rather of disposition and familial duty. He still owns the house in the northern Melbourne suburb of Macleod, which appears in many of his fictional works. Even his much-discussed move to Goroke, which occurred shortly after the death of his wife of forty years, was not motivated by a desire to be reclusive; as a writer who’s known Murnane for decades said to me, ‘You know he’s not a hermit, right?’ Goroke, with a population of under two hundred, is in no danger of becoming a tourist attraction though Murnane is not the only recent arrival: when I asked him what motivates people to move there, he jokingly suggested it was often caused by the opposite of winning the lottery. While Murnane has fictionalised the move to Goroke in his final novel, Border Districts (2017), he offered a more straightforward explanation in an interview with Shannon Burns: ‘One of the main reasons I came to Goroke was so that I could look after my son, at the age of seventy. I’m his father and I can’t avoid helping him’.18 He has discussed the matter further:




After Catherine’s death, Melbourne didn’t feel like home anymore, and I thought, ‘I can live anywhere now. I don’t have to live here.’ Anyway, I leased the place to one of my sons and here I am. And Giles, my older son, came with me.19




Although it is rarely acknowledged, Murnane’s fiction often foregrounds caring for children and other domestic responsibilities in a manner that is unusual for authors of his generation. For example, ‘The Battle of Acosta Nu’ offers a complex reflection on a real-life situation in which Murnane’s son ended up in hospital. Another story from this period, ‘When the Mice Failed to Arrive’, again finds a Murnane-like narrator caring for his asthmatic son while a thunderstorm approaches. But the move to Goroke also reflects Murnane’s willingness to follow his own sense of how to live, rather than concerning himself with social conventions. The choice to sleep on a swag in a spare room in a tiny, remote town does seem strange, but so does pursuing a forty-year career writing impossible-to-categorise literary fiction that has never sold well and often provoked confusion among critics. Murnane is a singular writer, and an unusual person.


In his essay ‘The Breathing Author’ Murnane recounts his belief that what someone ‘cannot do or has never done’ is more revealing than ‘what he has or wants to do’.20 Murnane has not flown in an airplane, has ‘no sense of smell’ and ‘a rudimentary sense of taste’, has never ‘owned a television’, has ‘watched few films’, has never willingly attended ‘any art gallery or museum’, has ‘never learned to swim’, has never used ‘a library catalogue’, has never operated a camera, and has ‘never touched’ a ‘computer or fax machine or mobile telephone’.21 While Murnane has more recently become an intermittent user of mobile phones (he turns it on only for specific periods of the day and communicates via epistle-length text messages), he still has not used a computer and does not browse the internet, though friends print out online reviews and essays on his work, almost all of which he reads. What is unique about Murnane is the way that he has managed to craft his fictional works out of his intentionally limited experiences.


Murnane’s life—in many respects—seems relatively uneventful if not conventional. Hugh Kenner has described the work of a group of US modernist writers as a ‘homemade cosmopolitanism’ that sought ‘to perfect some aﬃrmation of the local’.22 Kenner’s point was that, unlike much of the highly conceptual European literature of the early twentieth century, US literature trained a cosmopolitan eye on local detail, seeking avant-garde energies in what was at hand. The most famous example of this is William Carlos Williams’ Paterson (1946–58), whose five books traverse the history of Paterson, New Jersey—a city that few would have previously considered a likely site for an epic poem. Gerald Murnane, while not a US modernist, shares a sensibility with these writers: his work, rather being limited by the narrow horizons of his experience, uses those limitations to create a distinctive and unusual mode of fiction: a localised form of an international, avant-garde tradition.


Murnane was born in Coburg, a northern suburb of Melbourne in 1939. Owing to his father’s frequent and significant gambling debts, the young Murnane moved often between houses and even regions of Melbourne including Bendigo and the Western District. Much of his fiction draws on his experience of growing up in a working-class Catholic family in the 1940s and 1950s, and vividly though critically examines the strict social prohibitions of this upbringing, particularly around sexuality, the shame of the body, and gender relations. Murnane has infamously never travelled outside Australia and rarely travelled beyond his home state of Victoria. He has left mainland Australia only once, crossing the Bass Strait on a ferry to visit Tasmania for a conference. Murnane briefly trained for the priesthood, and then worked as a clerk at the Royal Mint in Melbourne. He studied to become a primary school teacher at Toorak Teacher’s College, and taught for eight years. In 1969, as a mature-aged student, he graduated from the University of Melbourne with a Bachelor of Arts in English and Arabic. During the 1970s, he was an editor, publications oﬃcer, freelance writer, and stay-at-home carer for his children. He published his first two novels before securing a position as a Lecturer in Fiction Writing at Prahran College of Advanced Education, which would later become Deakin University. He worked in this role until his retirement from both teaching and writing in 1995.


The humble origins of Murnane’s work and his prevailing interest in specific under-represented localities in Australia—including regional towns like Bendigo and Warrnambool, as well as many working-class northern suburbs of Melbourne—remain at odds with his surprisingly divisive local reception. While his first novel was a finalist for The Age Book of the Year Award, his books have rarely won literary awards. He is certainly the most lauded, living Australian author never to have won the Miles Franklin award, arguably the most prestigious national literary prize; he has only made the shortlist once. His final novel, Border Districts, won the Prime Minister’s Literary Award for Fiction in 2018, his only win of a major Australian literary prize aside from several recognitions for lifetime achievement, such as the Patrick White Award. He has also won multiple state-based literary awards. Nonetheless, Murnane’s third novel, The Plains, earned him an early cult following. Even after this, he has often received viciously negative reviews from critics of all kinds. For example, his next book, the collection of interconnected short stories, Landscape with Landscape (1985), was attacked by the conservative commentator, Gerard Windsor in his review, ‘Flawed Fiction from a Local, Modish Messiah’, for being too fashionably experimental. But reviewers on the left similarly criticised its ‘post-modern paralysis’ and allegedly conservative cultural politics.23
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