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    Introduction




    As A BOOKISH CHILD growing up in New Zealand in the 1950s, I read whatever I could find. Most of the books available to me were British: the stories of Milly-Molly-Mandy and her friends; Enid Blyton’s Famous Five and Secret Seven series; the Just William books which belonged to my brother. Of books produced in New Zealand, I remember only school journals and collections of Maori legends. And then there were Australian books—the Billabong series and Seven Little Australians. These books taught me that Australia was a more interesting and a more dangerous place than New Zealand, and that Australian children routinely faced perils unknown to me in damp, green, safe Taranaki: perils such as bush-fire, floods, venomous snakes, kidnappings, cattle-duffing and being lost in the bush. Billabong’s Black Billy was an anomalous figure, for his docility seemed to differentiate him from the Maori men I saw about the country town where I attended school. It was impossible to imagine these tough, tattooed men putting up with the jibes and insults at which Black Billy merely grinned. It seemed to me that even if the Lintons of Billabong faced dangers far beyond any I experienced, at least Maori were clearly superior to Aborigines as the original inhabitants from whom the land was won.




    The calm certainties of my childhood in New Zealand were, I suspect, not unlike those of many Australian children who read the Billabong books and came to conclusions similar to mine: that Aborigines were a passive people who accepted colonisation with a docility occasionally tinged with resentment. In Mary Grant Bruce’s Norah of Billabong (1913), Mr Linton, the patriarch of the station, articulates the view of Aborigines held by Billabong’s white inhabitants. After an episode in which a three-year-old white child wanders into the bush and is discovered and kidnapped by Black Lucy, he observes that ‘probably old Black Lucy’s family owned Billabong, and can’t quite see why I should hold it now’.1 Reading this episode now, I see that two powerful colonial ideas are embedded in it: that Aborigines never truly ‘owned’ the land in the sense in which Billabong is ‘held’ by the Lintons; and that some deficiency in her understanding prevented Black Lucy from seeing the absolute Tightness of the Lintons’ occupation of the land. When I read the Billabong books as a child, however, the false and insulting view that Aborigines suffered invasion and dispossession almost without a struggle seemed natural and true.




    In the Boyer lectures which he delivered in 1980, The Spectre of Truganini, the art historian Bernard Smith coined a telling phrase, ‘the locked cupboard of our history’,2 to depict the way in which Aboriginal resistance and relations between Aborigines and Europeans had been ignored in studies of Australia’s colonial past. When I hear Geoffrey Blainey’s phrase ‘the black armband version of Australian history’,3 I’m reminded of Smith’s ‘locked cupboard’ —a cupboard which, when opened, reveals stories of racism, massacres and oppression, as well as of courageous resistance, by Aborigines and by a small number of Europeans, to the destruction of Aboriginal lives and culture. These stories are unsettling, evoking unease in a culture where, to use a phrase of John Howard’s, Australians are ‘relaxed and comfortable’ with their past and their present. The texts familiar to the young John Howard growing up in the Sydney suburb of Earlwood—especially the school readers and journals that formed an important part of the reading of Australian children in the 1940s and 1950s—promoted a version of Australian history populated by white explorers, settlers and politicians, and in which Aborigines appear, if at all, as a melancholy presence, doomed to extinction. Howard’s distaste for the black armband version of Australian history, his preference for stories of white heroism and resolve, are thus strongly reminiscent of the Australia of the New South Wales school readers which he read as a boy. But this association raises some tantalising questions. Why, for example, do all Australians of Howard’s age, brought up on a similar diet of British and Australian texts, not share the same view of the Australian past? How do the ideologies of books read in childhood relate to the socialising practices of families, schools and social groups? In any case, are texts of the past, such as the Australian school readers, not simply products of their time and place, manifesting ideologies that have given way to more enlightened attitudes to race?




    These questions centre on two large and complex concerns: how child readers interact with books, and how children’s books relate to the cultures in which they are produced. Books written for children are created by adults who, consciously or not, work within their own ideological systems, which may support dominant cultural values, or resist them. For several reasons, it’s difficult to gauge the impact of particular texts on child readers, especially in regard to the ideologies which they promote: for one thing, as John Stephens points out, ‘there seems always to be a gap between having an experience and articulating it, a gap which may apply to adult readers as much as to children’.4 In addition, as the example of my childhood reading of the Billabong books demonstrates, the workings of ideologies through texts are often invisible to readers, because they embody ideas and concepts naturalised within a culture. Thirdly, children’s interactions with books are cumulative and frequently repetitive (young children in particular typically read favourite books again and again), so that a book often accrues meanings over time, depending on the experiences and knowledges which children bring to their reading. For these reasons, we cannot expect child readers to tell (or to know) how and when they are influenced by the narratives and pictures they encounter in books.




    If adult knowledge of the impact of particular books upon child readers is limited, the books themselves tell us much more. In the ways in which they address child readers, in the language through which they position children to prefer one character to another, and to approve certain behaviours but not others, in what they say and do not say, children’s books yield up the ideologies which inform them. Sometimes omissions and absences are as telling as what is present, as in the case of the Aboriginal narrative that disappeared from Seven Little Australians between its publication in 1894 and its 1900 edition—an alteration sustained in all subsequent editions. In the book’s first edition, the Woolcot children, holidaying at the cattle station owned by Esther’s parents, travel with the station accountant, Mr Gillet, to a picnic in the bush. As they bump along on a bullock-dray, the children listen to Mr Gillet’s telling of an Aboriginal story about why the kookaburra laughs, a story ‘got at second-hand’ from Tettawonga, the station’s Aboriginal stockman, and ‘freely translated’.5 In the 1900 edition, this narrative is omitted. Brenda Niall speculates that ‘perhaps the episode was thought tedious’ or ‘perhaps Ward Lock simply wanted the space for the four pages of advertisements which were added to this volume’.6 Either or both of these might have been pragmatic reasons for the omission of the story, but I am more interested in the ideological work carried out by its removal.




    The main effect of the omission of Tettawonga’s story is, I think, to achieve a less problematic version of the Australian past than the one which prevails in the book’s first edition, where Mr Gillet introduces the story of the kookaburra as follows:




    

      ‘Once upon a time’ (Judy sniffed at the old-fashioned beginning), ‘once upon a time,’ said Mr. Gillet, ‘when this young land was still younger, and incomparably more beautiful, when Tettawonga’s ancestors were brave and strong and happy as careless children, when their worst nightmare had never shown them so evil a time as the white man would bring their race, when—’




      ‘Oh, get on!’ muttered Pip impatiently.




      ‘Well,’ said Mr. Gillet, ‘when, in short, an early Golden Age wrapped the land in its sunshine, a young kukuburra and its mate spread their wings and set off towards the purple mountains beyond the gum trees . . .’7


    




    Pip’s interruption to Mr Gillet’s introduction at once displays impatience at the teasingly elevated style of the narrative, and cuts short the narrator’s reference to the effects of colonisation upon Tettawonga’s people. The descriptors ‘younger’ and ‘more beautiful’, referring to Australia before white settlement, and the strength of the phrases, ‘their worst nightmare’ and ‘so evil a time’, contradict a key tenet of Seven Little Australians—that Australian children, living in a sun-filled land without a history·, are thereby more joyful, more spontaneous and less constrained than their British counterparts: the novel opens with the proposition that ‘the [Australian] land and the people are young-hearted together, and the children’s spirits not crushed and saddened by the shadow of long years’ sorrowful history’.8 The omission of the kookaburra narrative, and especially of Mr Gillet’s introduction to it, works to silence any reference to the existence of an ancient indigenous culture, the illegitimacy of the colony’s beginnings and its ‘sorrowful history’ of displacement and death. Seven Little Australians, the book which, more than any other, is seen as the first authentically Australian work for children, thus slams shut the cupboard in which are concealed stories of Aboriginal history, positioning white child readers as natives of the country and promoting the white Australia of the Bulletin writers who were Turner’s contemporaries.9




    Books are necessarily informed by the cultures in which they are produced. But children’s books do not merely mirror what exists; rather, they formulate and produce concepts and ideologies, always within the context of adult views about what children should know and value. It is certainly true that the history of Australian children’s literature reveals a gradual move away from the racist and uncomprehending representations of Aboriginality common in nineteenth-century texts, towards more informed and respectful treatments. But just as the history of race relations in Australia is characterised by ruptures and contradictions, so representations of Aboriginal culture in children’s literature argue against notions of a neat, ameliorist line. On the one hand, nineteenth-century children’s texts throw up some startling contradictions in their treatment of Aboriginality; on the other hand some contemporary texts recuperate the ideologies of colonial discourse. Such variations of ideology and representational mode undermine the idea that texts of any period can be seen as a homogeneous group. Writers of the past are frequently defended as merely ‘men or women of their time’—but as Inga Clendinnen remarks in True Stories, the Boyer Lectures for 1999, ‘the “men of their time” fiction is always a fiction’.10 To analyse texts from the past, it is not necessary—or even possible—to judge their authors, since we cannot be certain about what parts of a text represent an author’s view. Rather, reading texts from the past requires, in Gillian Beer’s words, that we ‘respect their difference . . . revive those shifty significations which . . . are full of meaning of that past present’,11 and analyse them in relation to the discursive pressures which they display.




    In Richard Rowe’s 1869 adventure novel The Boy in the Bush, Aborigines are generally treated as savages, cannibals and convenient moving targets during episodes of warfare, but the novel incorporates a moment of reflection during which the narrator—a character named Edward Howe, who observes and describes the adventures of Harry and Donald, the boy heroes—considers the corrupting effects of violence, and the problematic relationship of colonisation and religion:




    

      When blood has once been tasted, so to speak, in savage earnest, ‘civilisation’ peels off like nose-skin in the tropics, and ‘Christian’ men, and even boys, are ready—eager—to shed blood like water. They are not eager to talk about what they have done when they get back from the Bush amongst their mothers, sisters, wives and sweethearts; but then, they think white mothers, &c, are so different from black gins and their offspring—and when the white women hear of what the black fellows have done or tried to do to their darlings, they are very apt to frame excuses for the white atrocities which they dimly guess at when they kneel beside their beds at night to give God thanks for their darlings’ return . . .12


    




    The contrast between this expression of the narrator’s misgivings about white violence and the gung-ho style in which the adventures of Harry and Donald are depicted exposes a tension generally concealed in colonial texts—indeed, Edward Howe’s reference to the fragility of ‘civilisation’ and the savagery that lies beneath the surface of the apparently civilised, has more in common with the view of human nature evident in Lord of the Flies than with most colonial novels. Even ‘mothers, sisters, wives and sweethearts’, who, as angels in the house, are very often depicted in nineteenth-century texts as deploring white violence upon Aboriginal people, are here implicated in a practice of denial and concealment as they ‘frame excuses’ for what they know but do not allow themselves to acknowledge.




    While The Boy in the Bush seems, at least in the passage quoted, to display a far more modern view of imperialism than most nineteenth-century novels, a book published in 1997, Judith Arthy’s The Children of Mirrabooka, reverts to earlier views about the inevitability of Aboriginal extinction and the disappearance of Aboriginal culture. This is a time-shift novel in which a young girl, Jenny, staying on the country property of her great-aunt Janet, is transported to the colonial past and observes a sequence of events in which white police and farmers round up and shackle Aboriginal adults. She also watches as Aboriginal and white children play in a rockpool. When Jenny’s aunt dies, Jenny inherits the property, having proved that she is worthy to become the custodian of the children of Mirrabooka. Two verses from Mary Gilmore’s poem, The Children of Mirrabooka’, give the book its title and constitute its epigraph:




    

      Vales of Mirrabooka




      Where are the children?




      We call but none answer,




      Though we call weeping.




      Still is the forest




      Where once they walked,




      Empty are the mountains,




      Lone are the rivers.13


    




    Gilmore’s poem was written in the 1920s and is one of several in which the poet deals with the banishment and slaughter of Aboriginal people. Like most white Australians of her time, Gil-more assumed that once Aboriginal people were removed from their land they would either die out altogether or lose any connection with their cultures and beliefs. The Children of Mirrabooka recuperates the pessimism of Gilmore’s poem, with its melancholy acceptance of the doomed race theory. The colonial past is treated as a chapter in the story of Australia now over and gone; the dispossession of the indigenous is no more than a sad footnote to the present, carrying no implications for Jenny or for the implied child readers of the novel about how they might act in the present and the future. This reading of history ignores three inconvenient facts (inconvenient because they subvert the novel’s neat closure): first, that indigenous Australians survived banishment from their lands; second, that Aboriginal cultures have shown themselves to be adaptive and transformative; and, third, that issues around the rights of Aboriginal people to their ancestral lands are of great contemporary significance. In effect, the closure of the narrative of The Children of Mirrabooka depends on the absence of survivors among the Aboriginal population, because this absence enables Jenny to claim a quasi-Aboriginal attachment to the land. As well, her clairvoyance provides her with an aura of spirituality or special knowledge, and in another colonial move the black children who appear to Jenny and her great-aunt assent to Jenny’s possession of the land, so manifesting their collusion with their oppressors.




    Children’s books seek to promote sociocultural values that incorporate views about the past (about the cultural meanings and traditions of the past), about the moral and ethical questions important to the present, and about a projected future in which child readers will be adults. Within the Australian setting, relations between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people are of central importance to any articulation of values; they are now, as they have been since 1788, also marked by deep ideological divides. And children’s texts reveal many of these tensions and uncertainties, often in ways invisible to those who produce them. Yet books for children are scarcely ever referred to in discussions of Aboriginal representation in Australian texts, or in studies of Aboriginal writing, as though they don’t count as real books, or as though they are only children’s books, produced merely to entertain young readers and existing in an ideology-free zone. For example, Adam Shoemaker’s Black Words White Page: Aboriginal Literature 1929–1988 (1989), mentions no children’s texts. Similarly, Bob Hodge and Vijay Mishra’s influential study Dark Side of the Dream (1991) refers to only one children’s text, Kate Langloh Parker’s Australian Legendary Tales. And Mudrooroo’s survey of Aboriginal writing, The Indigenous Literature of Australia (1997), while mentioning the work of Magabala Books, does not take account of the many children’s books produced by Aboriginal writers and artists for Magabala. I would argue that children’s books offer a rich resource for considering how generations of Australians have been positioned to understand Aboriginal culture, relations between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people, and relationships between Aboriginality and national identity.




    Even as I formulate the phrase ‘generations of Australians’, I’m uncomfortably aware that it appears, ethnocentrically, to subsume Aboriginal children within its definition of ‘Australian’. Yet the experience of Aboriginal child readers has undoubtedly been utterly different from that of non-Aboriginal children. Aboriginal children in Victoria, for example, who were required to read the second edition of the Eighth Victorian Reader during the 1940s and 1950s, encountering the historical piece entitled ‘The Old Inhabitants’,14 learned that their culture belonged to the Stone Age, and that ‘without communication with the rest of the world’, they would have been consigned to the state of primitives, since ‘without herds of some sort, they could not have attained to a pastoral stage’.15 The thought of Aboriginal children, seated in classrooms alongside white children and exposed to this social Darwinist doctrine, is poignant and troubling. Nor is it easy for non-indigenous Australians to imagine the impact of being positioned as a member of a culture represented as so comprehensively inferior.




    Most of the texts I discuss are produced by non-Aboriginal authors and illustrators, and their representations of Aboriginality are thus always apt, as Richard Dyer says about white representations of blackness, to work towards the formulation of white identities, through a discourse that ‘implacably reduces the non-white subject to being a function of the white subject’.16 This is not to say that it is impossible for non-Aboriginal authors and illustrators to avoid filtering Aboriginality through white perspectives; simply that it is very difficult, and most likely to be achieved when white authors consult Aboriginal people rather than relying on the stereotypes and unexamined ideologies about Aboriginality that pervade white culture; texts which are exemplary in this regard are Diana Kidd’s The Fat and Juicy Place (1992) and Pat Lowe’s The Girl With No Name (1994). In 1999, when Aboriginality featured strongly among the prize-winning books in the Children’s Book Council annual awards, the Judges’ Report described this phenomenon as ‘a reflection of the fundamental importance of this issue in contemporary Australian society’.17 That more contemporary Australian children’s books thematise Aboriginality—and even that such books receive CBC awards—is not necessarily a good in itself; by far the more important question is how Aboriginal culture is represented and how readers are positioned.




    As Marcia Langton says, ‘From inside, a culture is “felt” as normative, not deviant. It is European culture which is different for an Aboriginal person’.18 Aboriginal authors cannot tell white audiences what ‘Aboriginality’ is, since there is no one version of ‘being Aboriginal’. But because they write from within Aboriginal culture and experience, they are in a position to represent Aboriginal subjectivities from inside. In Melissa Lucashenko’s Killing Darcy (1998), the protagonist Darcy Mango imagines what it might be like to be white: ‘Suddenly Darcy had the amazing thought that if you were white, and not a crim or a poofter, then you didn’t have any real enemies’.19 For Darcy, who is Aboriginal, homosexual and has a criminal record, such a state of whiteness is unimaginable. The passage concludes: ‘And what the hell would that be like? He found he had no answer.’ Darcy’s moment of imagining whiteness captures more than the mundane realisation that his cultural identity is defined through its difference; as well, it makes strange those naturalised reading practices in which non-white identities are contingent upon whiteness and defined in terms of what whiteness is not. For a moment, non-Aboriginal readers are positioned to align themselves with Darcy, always marked by Aboriginality, never unnoticed in white culture, constantly figured within the limited range of identities permitted to young Aboriginal men.




    Finally, I want to turn to the politics of my own writing, as I have engaged in the contentious project of exploring representations of Aboriginality in texts produced by indigenous and non-indigenous authors and artists. Even pronouns and the way they are used are redolent with significance. It might have been possible for me to fall back on those styles of writing which I was taught as a student of literature (or ‘English’, as it was then called): the avoidance of the first-person pronoun and a preference for the use of ‘one’, which serves to promote an impression of scholarly objectivity, so that contentious or difficult statements can be made while distancing them from the self which makes them. It is, however, a long time since I engaged in the use of ‘one’, and it is a practice that does not fit with my view that critical writing, just as much as fiction, discloses the overt and implicit ideologies that inform it. The use of ‘we’ can inscribe another kind of politics. In dual-authored work, it functions merely as the plural of T, but there is another use for ‘we’ that imagines a unified readership carried along by a narrative which assumes that ‘I’ and ‘we’ share a common ideological ground.




    Just as significant for this book are the meanings implied in third-person pronouns. For my concern is to investigate how children’s texts position their readers in regard to Aboriginality, so that two sets of ‘them’ are at play in my writing: children and Aboriginal people. While neither category is capable of being encoded through a unified and homogenised ‘they’, the politics of discourse are quite different in each case. Popular and political discourses abound in truth claims about Aboriginal people, whereas children are scarcely ever described as though they formed a homogeneous group in physical, behavioural or psychological terms. That is, children are known in their multiplicity and difference; Aborigines, on the other hand, are, as Stephen Muecke says, burdened with a ‘totalising concept of Aboriginal culture’, often called on to ‘display this essence, or this or that skill, as if culture were an endowment of a totality’.20 Nor can Aboriginal writers and illustrators be regarded as a homogeneous group delivering a ‘correct’ version of Aboriginality. Such an assumption falls back onto colonial views of the undifferentiated Other, and infers ‘that all Aborigines are alike and equally understand each other, without regard to cultural variation, history, gender, sexual preference and so on’.21




    I want to resist the idea, now widely accepted within critical writing on children’s literature, that children and indigenous peoples occupy comparable positions in relation to structures of power. For example, Jacqueline Rose (1984), Perry Nodelman (1992) and Roderick McGillis (1999) assert that the relations between adults and children, and between children’s literature and child readers, are analogous to those by which colonisers maintain power over the colonised, in that children are organised and controlled by members of a dominant, powerful group. The analogy is imperfect for two reasons: first, children’s authors were once themselves children, and so the children for whom they write are not wholly Other, even if adults’ memories of the children they were are reinterpreted and reshaped by experience, nostalgia and desire. The gulf between colonisers and colonised is of a different order, because colonial discourses are informed by the assumption that the colonised occupy quite a different ontological space from the colonisers, and that no matter how assiduously they mimic their ‘betters’, they will never quite measure up to them. Secondly, the comparison between child readers and colonised peoples breaks down completely when texts are produced by colonial writers for the children of colonisers, who are inscribed within these texts as young colonisers, as ‘us’ rather than ‘them’. Crucially, the trope of ‘child as colonised’ elides those discourses of race which constitute one group of people as inherently inferior to another, much as the tropes of ‘woman as victim’ and ‘woman as dependent’ within feminist work have sometimes elided colonialism and its privileging of whiteness.22




    I return, then, to the politics of representation and how they are to be played out in this discussion, which takes two related but different directions, both concerned with children’s texts, an important and neglected component of cultural formation, and crucially implicated in the development of ideologies of race. In the first, I am concerned with how non-indigenous writers and illustrators represent Aboriginality, in many forms and genres of text, taking in critical writing as well as writing for children. Here my focus is not so much on what these symptomatic texts say about Aboriginality as what they disclose about white culture. In particular, I consider how representations of Aboriginality work toward constructions of white identity and notions of Australianness.




    The second direction I take is to focus on Aboriginal texts for children—the conditions in which these texts are produced and received, and the cultural practices that inform them. In writing on Aboriginal texts I run the risk of replicating the all too familiar processes through which white people (already privileged by virtue of access to education and institutional support) become experts on Aboriginal textuality and derive professional benefits from such knowledge. As I’ve read Aboriginal texts I have done so reflexively, seeking to discern in the very act of reading why and how these texts affect me differently from those in which I am ‘at home’ in my own culture. That is, rather than searching for signs of what bell hooks calls the ‘liberal belief in a universal subjectivity . . . the myth of “sameness” ‘,23I have sought to understand difference and how it is realised in Aboriginal texts for children. Just as colonisation was effected through discourses that exercised power and knowledge, so the processes of decolonisation are effected through language. My intention, then, has been to examine how these contrary processes manifest in the language of texts for Australian children and in the cultural discourses which inform them.


  




  

    
1 Colonial Discourse and its Fictions





    

      We . . . supply the young with books which do not profess to be true, though they are composed of truths.




      Anne Bowman, The Kangaroo Hunters


    




    IN THE INTRODUCTION to her 1859 adventure novel The Kangaroo Hunters, Anne Bowman distinguishes between two kinds of truth. For Bowman, the books she produces for children are written as fiction, and are therefore not strictly speaking true; yet they are ‘composed of truths’.1 The truths to which Bowman refers are the dominant principles and beliefs of her time and culture, and they belong to what Michel Foucault calls a ‘régime of truth’,2 a discourse or ‘system of ordered procedures for the production, regulation, distribution, circulation and operation of statements’3 that controls and monitors what can be said in certain places and times. Language is always the site where truth is produced and transmitted, and thus features prominently when different versions of the truth are contested.




    Colonial discourse claims to tell the truth about the events of colonisation and about indigenous peoples subjected to colonial rule, and is based upon what Peter Hulme has called ‘the classic colonial triangle—the relationship between European, native and land’.4 In his discussion of Christopher Columbus’s Journal of his journey to the West Indies, Hulme argues that Columbus calls upon two strands of discourse to represent the people of the Caribbean: one, which Hulme describes as a ‘discourse of savagery’,5 depicts the Caribs as Other to the Europeans who encounter them, as savages and, most definingly, as cannibals. The other discourse which appears in Columbus’s Journal is that of Oriental civilization’, 6 a cluster of terms and ideas which represent the inhabitants of the New World as the civilised Other, a people unimaginably wealthy, living in fertile and beautiful lands which hold vast stores of gold and silver.




    It was the discourse of savagery that dominated Australian colonial texts—indigenous peoples as uncivilised, located on the very border between men and animals. But the second of Columbus’s discourses, that of the civilised Other, also exists, in a modified form, in Australian texts which appear to celebrate and praise Aboriginal culture, but which insist on speaking for Aborigines, who are assumed not to be capable of speaking for themselves. This strand of colonial discourse, Aboriginalism, generally represents Aboriginality as having a pure and authentic quality untouched by historical and cultural change. In some cases, the two strands of discourse connect and blur, so that it is difficult to discuss them separately; however, the strategies they deploy are often different, as are their influences upon contemporary Australian texts.




    The assumptions governing colonial discourse are that European culture and practices are always and inherently superior to those of indigenous peoples, and that colonisation is a necessary and inevitable process, enabling colonised countries to enter a new period of growth, development and progress. The problem with this treatment of colonisation as it applies to Australian history is one of legitimacy, because accounts of the foundation of Australia and its incorporation into the British Empire are inseparable from stories of the violence and dispossession that Aboriginal people experienced as the consequence of white settlement. These stories call into question the legitimacy of Australia’s foundation and undermine notions of progress and growth, and they thus constitute a threat to colonial discourse. Children’s texts are caught up in this very tension: on the one hand, they seek to position child readers as young Australians; and on the other, they must in some way ‘manage’ the colonial past for children. One way of doing this is to use strategies of silence and concealment, and these are particularly common in children’s texts of the first half of the twentieth century.




    The Truth about History




    Eve Pownall’s history of Australia, The Australia Book (1951), illustrated by Margaret Senior, was the canonical children’s history of the 1950s and 1960s, defining ‘Australia’ and its history for many child readers of these decades. The very look of the book—its expansive size and the bright yellow of its cover—testifies to the end of wartime austerity and encodes optimism and energy. Its cover illustration presents history as an orderly succession of connected events: the procession of people and animals striding purposefully from past to present enacts a timeline that begins with Captain Cook and identifies Australian history with progress, so that the prosperity of the 1950s, encoded on the bottom row by products of the land (wheat, milk and wool), is seen to derive from the endeavours of convicts, soldiers, settlers and farmers, in an unbroken line of cause and effect. This is also a view of history as pageant, as a display of types differentiated according to class and occupation but unified by their positioning within a metanarrative around the development of national identity.




    There are three transgressive figures in this illustration. All appear in the top row, the years immediately following white settlement; all face towards the left of the picture instead of the right, that is, towards stasis and not change; 7 all are motionless; and all are Aboriginal people, two children and an adult. As they stand observing the onward movement of the other figures in the illustration, the three Aboriginal figures represent a people disengaged from history; the fixed gaze of the adult, the stereotypical posture of the child on the left and the waving hand of the child on the right signify a paradoxical combination of inertia and wil-fulness, as though they passively choose to remain in a realm located, as it were, outside the book and so outside both history and modernity.




    In the postwar vantage point, the ‘world of TODAY’,8 from which The Australia Book tells its stories of the past, the small boy on the bottom row of the picture walks along in front of a bus labelled ‘Today’ while reading The Australia Book. This boy and the girl who walks dutifully behind her father carrying a jug of milk function as characters with whom child readers can align themselves as young Australians. The book ends by addressing such readers as follows: ‘You will remember the sailors who found this land, the pioneers who settled it. They wrote the first pages of Australia’s story. Today, the story goes on. Like you, it is living and growing.’9 The use of second-person address (‘You will remember’), the heightened language with its rhetorical patterns (‘the sailors who found this land, the pioneers who settled it’) and the connection between Australia’s story and ‘you’ (both ‘living and growing’) combine to persuade child readers of their privilege in being a part of the history presented in the book. Pownalls choice of vocabulary is telling. Sailors are said to have found Australia and pioneers to have settled it, as though the country was lost in a kind of limbo before being found, and as though untamed or untouched by humans before being settled. The three Aboriginal figures who stand in the top row of the book’s cover watching history being made are therefore remote not only from time and from history; they are effectively absent from the story of Australia, which begins only when it is written by white men, for men in The Australia Book are active makers of history, and women their helpers.




    

      [image: ]



      Eve Pownall and Margaret Senior, The Australia Book, front cover.


    




    The text and illustrations of The Australia Book are informed by colonial discourse, especially in their identification of colonisation with progress: ‘First come the Explorers, who discover the land. Then come the Pioneers, who show how it can be used. After them come roads and houses and towns. That’s the way a country grows’.10 Here and throughout The Australia Book Pownall addresses her child audience authoritatively, firmly, as one who is in command of the truth. As Foucault says, régimes of truth not only establish and maintain ideas about what is false and what is true, but they confer status on ‘those who are charged with saying what counts as true’.11 Eve Pownall, who won the Australian Children’s Book Council’s Book of the Year award for The Australia Book in 1952, and after whom the Children’s Book Council’s prize for non-fiction is named, has the status of one who says ‘what counts as true’, a status validated by two powerful institutions: the education system within which The Australia Book was promoted, and the Australian Children’s Book Council, whose award system claims to define the best Australian children’s books.




    The Australia Book promotes the principle that within the march of progress which constitutes Australian history, all that happens is for the good of the country and its inhabitants, black and white. Pownall’s treatment of Aboriginal resistance seeks to demonstrate the benign intentions of colonising power, and to reassure child readers of its moral rightness. This, for example, is how she represents the events of the 1820s and 1830s in Tasmania:




    

      But the blacks and the whites were at war. The natives used waddies and spears, the whites had muskets. Governor Arthur wanted to stop the fighting. He spread a line of men across the island, hoping to drive the aborigines to one part. But they slipped through and escaped.




      Then Arthur sent George Robinson, who was a friend of the natives, to tell them the Government wished only to help them. George Robinson went out quite unarmed and did what the soldiers with all their muskets could not do: he brought the aborigines to a place the Government gave them for their own.12


    




    At issue here is not the historical accuracy of what is related, so much as the régime of truth constructed through the text’s deployment of language. Arthur’s desire to ‘stop the fighting’ is causally linked to the strategy of forming a ‘line of men’ across the island, presented as a reasonable and logical way of achieving this aim, so that the Aboriginal response of slipping through the cordon and escaping appears unreasonable. Similarly, Robinson’s friendship with Aboriginal people and his bravery in going to them ‘quite unarmed’ are linked with the benign intentions of the Government, who ‘wished only to help them’. This sense of an institutional benevolence towards Aborigines is sustained in Pownall’s summary of Robinson’s action: ‘he brought [them] to a place the Government gave them for their own’. In Foucault’s terms, the régime of truth realised in The Australia Book governs the ‘types of discourse which it accepts and makes function as true’.13 But colonial discourse can ‘function as true’ only by privileging certain terms and disallowing others. Thus the expression ‘a place the Government gave them for their own’ (that is, Flinders Island) covers over the sorry facts of the exile, depression and death endured by the Aboriginal people of Tasmania. And the fiction of a uniform white benevolence erases any reference to motivations other than noble ones; for example, the displacement of Aboriginal people and the appropriation of their lands for the benefit of pastoralists.




    The Australia Book is remarkable for the consistency of its view and the fervour with which it promotes an ‘Australia’ founded on the courage and energy of its settlers. But it should not be supposed that discourses operate like straitjackets. Inga Clendinnen remarks on ‘the difficulty of generalisation’ in describing the colonial world. There was, she says, ‘only one near constant: the insisted-upon inequality between white, and every shade of black, and even that racial inequality was challenged by individuals’.14 Dominant discourses can always be contested by alternative, questioning voices, and many texts, even those produced in the heyday of colonialism, exhibit ambivalence and uncertainty about imperialism. Thus, the argument that writers merely reproduce the ideologies of their time and place is far too deterministic, treating writers simply as transcribers of cultural norms. It is, however, the case that children’s books on the whole tend to promote conservative ideologies, because they so often seek to induct child readers into socially sanctioned ways of understanding their world; and this is certainly true of the ‘Australia’ promoted in The Australia Book.




    Mechanisms of Forgetfulness: School Texts, 1900–1960




    Australian schoolchildren in the nineteenth century generally used British textbooks, but in the decades following Federation, State Departments of Education incorporated into their syllabuses material relating to Australia. The Regulations and Instructions for teachers published around 1906 by the Victorian Education Department disclose the principles which were to inform the teaching of geography and history in Victoria. Studies in geography were to be ‘directed towards Victorian and Australian needs as a centre’,15 so that ‘with such towns as Leeds, Victorian children should see that it is Australian wool which helps to keep the factories going, and that we receive benefits in return’.16 This is a geography for citizenship, focusing on colonial and imperial connections. Similarly, the teaching of history in Class III comprises ‘stories of Australian exploration’; 17 in Class IV, ‘great men and great events’18 and in Classes V and VI, ‘special reference is made to the origin and development of our leading national institutions’.19 Above all, ‘the ideal to be aimed at by the teacher is to communicate pride of race’, 20 a version of race in which British-ness is the core of a developing Australian identity.




    School readers (such as the Victorian Readers, the Queensland Readers, the Adelaide Readers) were produced expressly to provide children with reading that fostered ‘the growth of national patriotic sentiments, which cannot be inculcated at too early an age’.21 Many Australians recall these readers with nostalgia and affection, since they provided a variety of fiction, non-fiction and poetry at a time when many children had limited access to books; because of this, and because of their status as institutional texts used to teach literacy, they constituted a powerful socialising force from the 1920s until the 1950s. In their selection of texts, their juxtaposition and arrangement of excerpts and the ways in which they manipulated the language of their sources, the readers were designed to shape children’s view of Australia and of themselves as young Australians. The colonial discourse on which they draw seek to make Aboriginal people all but invisible to child readers through a set of strategies which can be described, using Bernard Smith’s phrase, as ‘mechanisms of forgetfulness’.22




    The Eighth Book of the Victorian Readers (1940) is typical of the range of texts offered in the various State readers. It comprises eighty-four separate pieces, well over half of which are British in origin and include Browning’s ‘How they Brought the Good News from Ghent to Aix’, Milton’s ‘On His Blindness’, Tennyson’s ‘The Lady of Shalott’ and Wordsworth’s ‘The Solitary Reaper’, as well as prose excerpts from works by Dickens, Kipling and Lamb. Only five of the eighty-four items are by women writers. The twenty-nine Australian texts divide between descriptions of the land, accounts of life in the outback (including abridged versions of several of Banjo Paterson’s poems) and stories of heroism and adventure, such as Ross Smith’s ‘Through the Cloud Ocean’, a description of the first leg of his flight from England to Australia. The nationalism that the texts promote is thus founded on British literary traditions and on a modified version of the Bulletin ideal of the rugged bushman. The main modification lies in the fact that, unlike the Bulletin writers, whose depictions of the land are frequently ambivalent and sometimes hostile, the Eighth Book of the Victorian Readers features lyrical and celebratory descriptions of the land, such as Amy Mack’s prose piece ‘Autumn Jewels’ and Henry Kendall’s poem ‘September in Australia’, which position child readers to see the landscape as empty, the object of admiration or awe experienced by the personas of poems and the narrators of prose excerpts.




    Those who put the readers together embellished and modified their sources when they did not adhere closely enough to the régime of truth circulating within Australian education systems. The following alterations to Thomas Mitchell’s first-person account of his ascent of Pyramid Hill in 1836 are especially telling when the versions in the Victorian Reader are compared with Mitchell’s Three Expeditions into the Interior of Eastern Australia, the excerpt’s source:




    

      	As I stood, the first European intruder on the sublime solitude of these verdant plains, as yet untouched by flocks or herds; I felt conscious of being the harbinger of mighty changes . . .



        Thomas Mitchell, Three Expeditions23




        As I stood, the first intruder in the sublime solitude of those verdant plains as yet untouched by flocks or herds, I felt certain of being the harbinger of mighty changes there . . .




        Eighth Victorian Reader24


      




      	Of this Eden I was the first European to explore its mountains and streams—to behold its scenery—to investigate its geological character—and, by my survey, to develop those natural advantages, certain to become, at no distant date, of vast importance to a new people.



        Thomas Mitchell, Three Expeditions25




        Of this Eden it seemed that I was the only Adam; and, indeed, it was a sort of paradise to me, permitted thus to be the first to explore its mountains and streams, to behold its scenery, to investigate its geological character, and, finally, by my survey to develop those natural advantages, all still unknown to the civilized world, but yet certain to become, at no distant date, of vast importance to a new people.




        Eighth Victorian Reader26


      


    




    In the first of these pairs, Mitchell’s transformation from ‘the first European intruder’ to ‘the first intruder’ erases Aboriginal people from the scene, and mere consciousness is replaced by certainty. The embellishment in the second pair ‘improves’ Mitchell’s reference by driving home the explorer-as-Adam image, in a conjunction of colonial and religious discourses that promotes Mitchell as the discoverer of a paradise previously unknown not merely to Europeans, but to humans. The interpolated phrase ‘all still unknown to the civilized world’, linked with the ‘Adam’ reference, implies not merely that Aboriginal people do not count as observers because they are uncivilised, but that the land is entirely empty of inhabitants. These strategic alterations to Mitchell’s text promote explorers and settlers as firstcomers and as ‘natives’ of Australia.




    Mitchell’s text is the second excerpt in the book, following J. L. Cuthbertson’s florid poem, ‘The Australian Sunrise’. The internal logic of the collection proceeds from the Reader’s version of Mitchell (a description of a land waiting to be filled by men and animals) to a selection of poems and prose pieces that deploy the voices of solitary (white) observers who gaze upon scenes and features of the landscape they appropriate as their own. In Frank Williamson’s ‘The Magpie’s Song’ the persona exclaims, ‘Oh, I love to be by Bindi, where the fragrant pastures are’;27 in the prose piece ‘In a Queensland Jungle’ by Price Fletcher, the point of view is that of ‘the lover of nature who delights to study the variations she introduces into her handiwork’;28 and in another prose piece, ‘The Time of the Singing of Birds is Come’, the first-person narrator, observing birds on a stretch of land near the Yarra River, notes that ‘all the birds whose songs and cries I had listened to during that spring day were birds that have been brought by man into Victoria’.29 The general effect of these descriptions is that the land has been empty, silent and unobserved until seen and described by white observers.




    In the discursive régime that informs the individual pieces in the Eighth Book, and in the metanarrative implicit in the selection and organisation of pieces, colonialism inhabits an empty land and claims it through language, just as the imported birds of ‘The Time of the Singing of Birds is Come’ fill the Australian air with British song. Conversely, the two pieces in the Eighth Book that mention Aboriginal people hinge upon silence and absence: C. E. W. Bean’s semi-anthropological The Old Inhabitants’ and Henry Kendall’s poem, ‘The Last of His Tribe’.




    ‘The Old Inhabitants’ begins in this way:




    

      We came upon them on a patch of wind-swept, shiny, red clay on the shore of one of those parched, shimmering depressions by courtesy called lakes out West. Around the lake, and sloping slightly towards it, were the piebald patches of shiny, pink clay and grass which must once have been its shores. And on one of these, close beside where we sat, were a few scattered stones. That was all.30


    




    The distinction between ‘we’ and ‘them’ informs this paragraph. ‘We’ are benign and well-informed white travellers exploring a remote and barren landscape, while ‘they’ are the scattered stones that symbolise Aboriginal culture, and which, in their elemental and austere appearance, exemplify a culture characterised by absence and lack. Thus, other (unnamed) cultures are said to have left behind them impressive ruins, ‘revered landmarks of the centuries’,31 whereas Aboriginal people have left only ‘such poor remains as these’.32 Aboriginal camps are ‘primitive’,33 and while Aboriginal people are said to have produced ‘two or three wonderfully efficient instruments for the business they most indulged in, which was hunting and fishing’,34 the unspoken and naturalised comparison between the white men viewing the scene and the imagined Aborigines who once lived there insists on the opposition of wealth to poverty, industrialisation to primitivism, work to play, presence to absence. The excerpt concludes:




    

      Whether the blacks could have developed much further without communication with the rest of the world is rather hard to decide. It is not clear, either, what animal in Australia they could have tamed for food purposes, if they had wanted to do so; and, without herds of some sort, they could not have attained to a pastoral stage.35


    




    Two models of societal development coalesce here: Enlightenment stage theory, in which societies, given the right combination of factors, were seen to progress from one stage to the next; and social Darwinism, which proposed a system in which races were locked into different evolutionary stages. In both schemes Aboriginal people are located at the lowest stage of existence, debarred from movement towards the lofty heights of white civilisation, and child readers are positioned to receive as givens these doctrines of Aboriginal inferiority.




    The juxtaposition of ‘The Old Inhabitants’ and ‘The Last of his Tribe’ further delimits Aboriginality from the Australia promoted to child readers; in both texts, authoritative white narrators construct Aboriginal people as a race whom history has passed by, echoing the visual message of the cover of The Australia Book. The illustration accompanying the poem shows a lone Aboriginal man, framed by a dwelling of poles and bark and sitting in a hunched position, his head bowed in an attitude that combines submission with depression. He is observed but does not look out from the picture to meet the eyes of those who see him; he hides his face, so that he is seen only as a representative form and not as an individual. If he is ‘the last of his tribe’, he also represents the Original inhabitants’ whose only remains are the scattered stones discovered by white men. The image of Aboriginal people offered to child readers thus promotes their absence from a land now populated by the heroic explorers and pioneers whose stories appear throughout the Eighth Book.
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      Victorian Readers, Eighth Book, p. 10, ‘He dreams of the hunts of yore’.


    




    One of the rules of colonial discourse is that indigenous people are never truly heroes; another is that white heroes achieve feats of exploration and bravery by virtue of their racial superiority. As Henry Reynolds has demonstrated in With the White People, explorers did not push their way through land previously untouched by humans, but ‘through country that had been in human occupation for hundreds of generations’.36 The explorers travelled along Aboriginal routes, relied on Aboriginal knowledge of sources of water and food, and sought the assistance of Aboriginal guides to negotiate with peoples through whose lands they passed. Yet in the tales of exploration promoted to young Australians through school journals and papers, there are very few references to the Aboriginal people who enabled explorers to achieve their goals.




    The way mechanisms of forgetfulness work in stories of the explorers can be seen in an article entitled ‘Explorers and Pioneers: Major Mitchell’ in the School Paper for 2 July 1951, which focuses on Mitchell’s 1836 trip from New South Wales to Victoria’s Western District. Unlike the Eighth Victorian Reader, the School Paper at least quotes accurately from Mitchell’s description of Pyramid Hill; rather than altering Mitchell’s text, this article deploys strategies of omission and silence. The illustration accompanying the article deploys another strategy—that of reducing and infantilising Aboriginal people, through the image of the small Aboriginal child whose hand Mitchell holds, and who gazes trustingly into his face.




    Mitchell is represented throughout as singular and self-reliant in his travels through the land; ‘a fine planner and organiser’,37 he ‘found the peaks of Mount Hope and Pyramid Hill’38 and ‘discovered and named the Grampians’.39 In an off-hand reference ‘some natives’40 are said to have accompanied Mitchell. Such a depiction of Mitchell’s majestic and self-reliant progress is at odds with the explorer’s own accounts of his travels. Of his guide Yaranigh, Mitchell says: ‘his intelligence and his judgement rendered him so necessary to me, that he was ever at my elbow . . . confidence in him was never misplaced’.41 Similarly, Mitchell describes his reliance upon his Aboriginal guide Piper, whose skills as a linguist and diplomat prevented conflict: ‘[I] did not interfere with them, relying chiefly on the sagacity and vigilance of Piper’.42 If Mitchell himself frequently and explicitly acknowledged his debt to his Aboriginal guides, why does the account in the School Paper so distort the historical record? The answer lies in the power of the discursive régime within which this article is produced, and especially in its preoccupation with positioning child readers as Australian subjects who might be expected to learn lessons of heroism and self-sacrifice through stories of heroic white men. In such a scheme, there is no scope for the promotion of Aboriginal heroes.
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      ‘Explorers and Pioneers’, The School Paper, 2 July 1951, p. 88.


    




    Jacky Jacky, E. B. Kennedy’s Aboriginal guide, does appear in accounts of Kennedy’s travels and death as an exceptional representative of Aboriginality. The New Australian School Series published at the turn of the century includes, as Lessons 22 and 23 of its Third Reader, a piece entitled ‘Killed by the Blacks’. Its first paragraph establishes its main conceptual opposition between Aboriginal people as a race of savages and cannibals, and white explorers as heroes and martyrs:




    

      Now at that time much of the land was still unknown, and brave men went out in parties to explore new country. They had to lead a hard, rough life and had to face many dangers. Many of them left their bones on the hot waterless plains of the far west; many died in the gloomy forests of the east, and many—more than we shall ever know of—were speared and eaten by the blacks.43


    




    In the face of such a representation of Aborigines, the depiction of Jacky as hero presents problems of coherence, which the text addresses by reducing him to a recognisable stock figure within colonial discourse—that of the childish native retainer. Jacky’s account of Kennedy’s death is introduced in these terms: ‘Jacky’s story in its broken simplicity will tell the rest’.44 There follows a brief excerpt from Jacky’s account of events, an eloquent and moving document which, as Tim Flannery notes, discloses how Jacky ‘slowly assumed command as the crisis deepened’.45 Absent from the excerpt in the Third Reader is any reference to Jacky’s contribution to Kennedy’s project, let alone any mention of the qualities of leadership and resourcefulness evident in his narrative. The brevity of the excerpt, and the fact that it is framed through reference to the ‘broken simplicity’ of Jacky’s language, serve to reconfigure Jacky within the role of faithful companion, mourning helplessly over the body of his dead master. He thus constitutes a stereotype which, in Richard Dyer’s words, ‘is one of the means by which [subordinated social groups] are categorised and kept in their place’,46 safely separated from the white heroes proposed as models to child readers.




    Narratives of exploration in school texts are frequently accompanied by maps, which can be seen to plot not only the journeys of explorers but also epistemologies of space and distance. Explorers, as in a map from Eve Pownall’s 1958 Exploring Australia, are always constructed as the conquerors of virgin territory;47 the inset of Australia at the top shows child readers how much (or, as here, how little) of the country has been ‘discovered’, while the 1813 crossing of the Blue Mountains incorporates discovery with naming, by which rivers and mountains are known and possessed. What counts as knowledge is encoded in these maps; what does not is presented as absence, for what these maps elide is Aboriginal knowledge and knowledge systems of the land, distance and significant places. The organising metanarrative into which the maps of discovery fit is of an Australia known only when it becomes the object of the colonial gaze. In a table from the same history, the country comes into being in exactly this way, from the seventeenth-century Dutch explorers to the final frame, where Australia exists ‘after 196 years exploration’.48




    That mechanisms of forgetfulness are still deployed in contemporary texts is clear from John Marsden’s popular series of post-disaster novels, the first of which is Tomorrow, When the War Began (1993). When Ellie and her friends descend into the wilderness they call ‘Hell’, a ‘cauldron of boulders and trees and blackberries and feral dogs and wombats and undergrowth’,49 they congratulate themselves on discovering a landscape previously uninhabited except by an old hermit ‘who was supposed to have lived up there for years’.50 Playing out their fantasy of first possession of this land, they refer to Aboriginal habitation only to discount it: ‘I wonder how many human beings have ever been down here, in the history of the Universe. I mean, why would the kooris have bothered?’51 Hell is thus a terra nullius which, by the end of Tomorrow, When the War Began, has transmuted into home. From this base the group of young people conducts a guerilla war against the invaders, who aim to reduce ‘imbalances within the region’52 and whose staple diet is rice.53
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      Eve Pownall, Exploring Australia, p. 12.
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      Eve Pownall, Exploring Australia, p. 9.


    




    In its barely disguised evocation of the yellow peril and its erasure of Aboriginality, Marsden’s Tomorrow’ series is a reconfiguration of the ‘White Australia’ of Federation. Ellie and her friends, who include Homer and Lee (the assimilated children, respectively, of Greek and Thai/Vietnamese parents) produce a sociality built upon fantasies of a homeland protecting its racial purity through fair play, hard work and martial prowess. If Marsden’s young people are a variation on ‘the Australian type’ celebrated at the beginning of the twentieth century, they also embody the settler virtues of independence and resourcefulness promoted in Australian school readers, possessing the land by filling it with the signs of a settler society: a chook yard, vegetable garden and lean-to housing. Ellie’s claim to first occupation of the land echoes many similar claims in colonial adventure novels, when boys and young men pronounce themselves to be the first white people to penetrate stretches of landscape. Marsden’s evocation of settler life enforces the colonial commonplace that Aboriginal people could not be said to own a land that they did not farm. Like its colonial predecessors, Tomorrow, When the War Began thus devalues Aboriginal culture and positions readers to align themselves with young settlers who fashion themselves into natives.




    Colonial and Postcolonial: Strange Objects





    Gary Crew’s novel Strange Objects (1991) is set in two time-schemes: 1629, when the Dutch vessel Batavia was wrecked off the Western Australian coast, and the contemporary setting, when the character Steven Messenger, a sixteen-year-old boy, discovers several items connected with the Batavia. This is a novel intended to uncover the ways in which colonial discourse works: what it says about cultural formations and about colonisation, about the exercise of imperial power, colonial relationships and questions of value. Crew has shaped the narrative as a collage of texts that respond to and contradict one another. Its frame comprises the notes and afterword in which the archaeologist Hope Michaels introduces and comments on what she calls ‘the Messenger documents’, which consist of the contents of Steven Messenger’s project book, a set of texts he has collected and assembled. These include excerpts from the seventeenth-century journal of Wouter Loos who, with the boy Jan Pelgrom, was marooned on the coast of Australia as punishment for his part in the mutiny and massacre after the wrecking of the Batavia; Hope Michaels’s ‘Interim Report’ on Loos’s journal; Messenger’s diary; newspaper cuttings; a transcript of a press conference; and many other items.




    Despite the narrative self-consciousness of Strange Objects, with its unreliable narrators and contradictory textual fragments, it is far from being a postmodern novel. Its ideologies are quite clear, because the figure of Messenger is the inverse of an implied ideal, being racist, misogynist and antisocial. The book’s representation of Aboriginal people is, however, not free of colonial meanings. Within the seventeenth-century narrative, the Loos and Pelgrom characters are involved in a first-contact narrative in which they meet a group of ‘Indians’, remaining with them until the implied death of Loos. In the contemporary setting, Messenger encounters an old Aboriginal man, Charlie Sunrise, who displays an uncanny knowledge of the links between Messenger and Pelgrom, and who is ultimately killed by Messenger in a moment of arbitrary violence.




    To some extent, Crew succeeds in positioning the reader to see beyond the unreliable narrative of Loos and Messenger to the racism endemic in their representations of Aboriginal culture. But the historical narrative suffers from its mobilisation of what in nineteenth-century adventure novels came to constitute a bundle of cliches connected with first-contact narratives,54 such as incidents in which Aboriginal people examine the bodies of white visitors, display horror at the sight of clothes being detached from the bodies of those who wear them, and imitate, in dance, the movements and characteristics of their guests. While European characters in these narratives always comprehend Aboriginal culture and society—there being, after all, very little to comprehend—Aboriginal characters are commonly represented as naive, credulous and superstitious in their view of white people. Strange Objects sustains this colonial treatment of first-contact narratives, since Crew fails to distinguish between Loos’s narrative and the implied world view of the Aboriginal people upon whom Loos projects his sense of racial superiority. Two circumstances in the narrative argue against a reading of the interaction of the marooned men and the Aboriginal inhabitants as a first-contact narrative: the incident when a man of the tribe draws an image of a sailing ship; and the fact that the group with whom Loos and Pelgrom live are apparently accustomed to the presence of Ela, a shipwrecked white girl, who has been sheltered and supported by a neighbouring tribe for some years. But Crew’s narrative lacks the flexibility to dismantle Loos’s perspective.




    In the novel’s historical and contemporary settings, Aboriginal people are represented within discourses of victimhood. In the historical narrative, they are powerless against the feverish illness with which Pelgrom infects them, and in the contemporary narrative Charlie Sunrise is killed by a blow from Messenger. In both narratives, the Pelgrom/Messenger characters are depicted as possessing quasi-supernatural or preternatural powers. The Aboriginal people living with Pelgrom and Loos can do no more than wait for death in the face of these powers:




    

      Each night [Jan Pelgrom] comes, calling softly, about the camp, outside the firelight. None dare face him. The young men, the warriors, the grey beards—all live in terror of darkness, for he moves by moonlight, his dreadful body pale and crouching low. He is the sickness. He is the vile one who has brought them death.55
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