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PREFACE

After the Celebration is a literary history, a study of Australian fiction from 1989 to 2007: from the year after Australia’s bicentenary to the end of the Howard government. Both these events were matters of celebration for some Australians, less so, of course, for others. This book is also a sequel to a literary history we wrote together around twenty years ago, The New Diversity: Australian Fiction 1970–1988 (1989), published by McPhee Gribble, a local independent publisher that would come to lose its independence the year that book was published and the year in which After the Celebration begins—another reason why our sequel’s title seems appropriate. The New Diversity was an inclusive Australian literary history that aimed to cover as much fiction as it could, making sure no novelist or short story writer was left out of the discussion. At the time, we thought that this was how a literary history should proceed if it was properly to represent the period it analysed, although it raised real problems for us in terms of organisation and arrangement. In fact, certain things did get left out—little attention was paid to popular genres like crime fiction or romance, for example—but even so, the breadth of coverage in that earlier book was extensive. It will also be extensive in After the Celebration: the fiction of over 125 Australian novelists is examined across the period under discussion. But we have chosen this time not to make complete coverage a priority, which means that some writers will inevitably slip out of our net. We do, however, aim to account for all of the genres of fiction we identify across this period—and there are many of them, testifying to just how busy and differentiated the contemporary Australian literary field continues to be. Genre is important to the organisation of this book and we shall say more about it in the Introduction that follows. But alongside our coverage of genre, we shall also draw attention to particular Australian novelists, offering judgements about literary reputation and even about ‘quality’ along the way—and responding to these and other things with some closer readings of their work. After the Celebration is not a ‘best of’ book. It tries instead to do justice to what is still a remarkably diverse field of writing, and it especially aims to capture and examine the key genres, themes and issues at work in Australian fiction across this period of time.

We begin this book with an Introduction that outlines some important topics—or problems—for Australian literary culture: changes in the nature of Australian literary publishing, the role of literary writers as public intellectuals and the nature of their political engagement (or disengagement), and questions to do with the relationship between ‘Australian Literature’ and pedagogy. We also open up a number of themes that are pursued in detail in succeeding chapters. One of our primary themes is to do with the way Australian fiction over the last eighteen years or so has travelled, and has come to be defined by various kinds of transnationality. This is literally true in terms of the way it has been published, for example, with local publishers doing deals with overseas publishers, securing translation rights, and so on, and overseas publishers doing deals of their own that might in fact see Australia as one destination among several others for Australian fiction first published somewhere else. It is also true in terms of the way Australian fiction is received, with even first novelists gaining reviews in major overseas newspapers, and with Australian writers increasingly visible in a global circuit of prizes and awards. But it is true figuratively as well, in terms of the way Australian fiction thematises locale and comes to understand Australia in relation to other places and other people. Characters in Australian fiction travel, whether locally—in, say, Tim Winton’s Dirt Music (2001)—or globally as in, say, Fiona Capp’s Last of the Sane Days (1999) or Peter Carey’s My Life as a Fake (2003) or Sophie Cunningham’s Geography (2004). Novelists themselves travel, too: during the period we cover in this book, the South African writer JM Coetzee emigrated to Adelaide in South Australia, reinventing himself as an ‘Australian novelist’ in the process, a reinvention we discuss in the Introduction. Place and movement, and the way in which the local and the transnational intersect and inform each other, continue to provide the key themes of the fiction we examine in this book. The question of where Australians are (locally and in the world) is important; but so is the question of what Australians have become, something Australian fiction also chronicles right across the generic spectrum.

The six chapters that follow the Introduction were written individually: ‘Belonging’ (Ken), ‘Recolonising: Historical Fiction and the History Wars’ (Paul), ‘Literary Fiction’ (Paul), ‘Genre Fiction’ (Ken), ‘Is There a Women’s Chapter?’ (Paul) and ‘Literary Politics’ (Ken). ‘Belonging’ combines our attention to genre with an analysis of the social and political implications of the fiction discussed, tying this primarily to the way Australian novels have charted their connections to place and to ‘home’. It begins with an account of some ‘rural apocalypse fiction’, like Andrew McGahan’s The White Earth (2004): a novel with clear political imperatives that moves steadily towards an explosive (or pyrotechnic) conclusion. It then looks at representations of landscape and settlement in the work of a number of writers, including Tim Winton and Murray Bail—introducing another genre, this time built around rural regeneration and family history, the ‘eco-genealogical novel’. The chapter explores various conceptions of ‘home’ in Australian fiction, looking at the work of Arnold Zable and Steven Carroll, the diasporic Australian novel and—through the case of Mudrooroo—issues of authenticity, place and indigeneity. Finally, it considers the representation of ‘indigenous genealogies’ in a number of novels about belonging by Aboriginal writers, including Tara June Winch and Kim Scott.

‘Recolonising: Historical Fiction and the History Wars’ explains how the so-called history wars in the new millennium were reflected in a considerable body of fiction that dealt with Australia’s colonial history and its aftermath. It begins with a ‘pre-history wars’ novel, David Malouf’s Remembering Babylon (1993), then it looks at ‘mythologies’ of history in some Australian fiction, ‘postmodern’ novels about colonial Tasmania, blockbuster colonial histories and historical sagas, and literary versions of the Kelly legend. Finally, it examines the debates over Kate Grenville’s The Secret River (2005), and looks at the more challenging accounts of Australia’s racial history found in Kim Scott’s Benang (1999) and Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria (2006). The next chapter offers a sense of what is at stake in various kinds of literary fiction in Australia: how the ‘literary’ is signified, and what kinds of themes and issues literary fiction has presented during the period we cover in this book. It looks at the fortunes (or misfortunes) of the Australian short story, and then examines the work of Peter Carey and Brian Castro: two very differently pitched Australian literary novelists. Some Australian literary fiction has continued to turn to Europe for its themes and influences; other literary fiction travels more widely and engages with identities-in-process in relation to various conceptions of Otherness. The chapter looks at the legacies of modernism in some contemporary Australian literary fiction; it looks at postmodern Australian literary fiction, too, and finally examines what can be called ‘moral realist fiction’, a more formally conventional but often politically charged form of literary writing.

Chapter 4, ‘Genre Fiction’, looks at the key genres of Australian popular fiction—crime fiction, fantasy, science fiction, romance and blockbusters—all of which have flourished over the last twenty years or so. In particular, it examines the relationships they construct to place and time: the city, the bush, faraway locations, the edge of the world, the past and the future. As its title suggests, ‘Is There a Women’s Chapter?’ considers the irony of such a category, but uses it to analyse issues that intersect with the recent history of literary feminism and genres specifically associated with women writers and readers. It begins with a watershed event that distinguished one generation of literary feminism in Australia from another, the publication of Helen Garner’s The First Stone (1995). It goes on to look at the careers of three more senior Australian women writers, Thea Astley, Amy Witting and Elizabeth Jolley; the decline of ‘radical’ feminist Australian literary fiction and publishing and the turn to a literary analysis of women’s ‘lifestyle’; the rise of middlebrow women’s fiction; the counter-reaction of women’s grunge fiction; the women’s erotic novel, which gained prominence with the publication of Nikki Gemmell’s The Bride Stripped Bare (2003); and Australian examples of ‘chick lit’.

The final chapter, ‘Literary Politics’, looks at the role some Australian fiction in the period we cover has played in wider social, cultural and political debates. It begins with two literary controversies that were each built around charges of anti-Semitisim: the Demidenko affair, and the reactions to Christos Tsiolkas’s Dead Europe (2005). Literary politics in Australia plays itself out through debates about the ‘literary establishment’: who the gatekeepers are, who is writing the reviews, who is editing the literary journals and whom they are publishing. But literary writers can also be directly involved in political matters per se, and this chapter looks at Frank Moorhouse’s ‘League of Nations’ novels in this context, as well as the reception of Elliot Perlman’s Three Dollars (1998) by the Australian Right. It ends with an examination of two prophetic ‘terrorist’ novels—Richard Flanagan’s The Unknown Terrorist (2006) and Andrew McGahan’s Underground (2006)—both published in the penultimate year of the Howard government. We hope these chapters capture the flavour and diversity of Australian fiction from 1989 to 2007. We also hope they provide a vivid sense of both the novels themselves, and the contexts—literary, cultural, social, political, historical and so on—they inform and are informed by in turn.


INTRODUCTION: PUBLISHING, PUBLICS, THEMES

Nineteen-eighty-nine—where this book begins its literary history—was a watershed year for independent Australian publishers of local fiction. It was the year that McPhee Gribble effectively came to an end, bought out by Penguin Books (Australia). Established in 1975, McPhee Gribble had entered into a co-publishing agreement with Penguin in 1983. For one of its founders, Hilary McPhee, this agreement already compromised the independent publisher’s identity: ‘most of our books,’ she wrote in her memoir, Other People’s Words (2001), ‘now looked like Penguins, were often reviewed as Penguins, and much of our stock … was owned by Penguin’.1 McPhee Gribble had long supported quality Australian fiction, with some best-selling literary novelists like Helen Garner and Tim Winton on its lists. It had also tried to sell Australian fiction overseas, especially to UK and US markets. But this was always a struggle: ‘It sometimes felt,’ McPhee wrote, ‘as if McPhee Gribble was trying to drag Australia closer to the rest of the world by sheer willpower.’ By 1989, the company was compelled to offer itself up for sale and Penguin took it over, keeping the imprint alive for a few more years but effectively ending McPhee Gribble’s already fragile independence. ‘This was just another transfer of copyrights from a small independent imprint to a large successful company,’ McPhee concluded. ‘It was happening everywhere …’2

It was certainly happening to another once-independent Australian publisher at exactly the same time. Angus & Robertson had been an Australian-owned bookseller and publisher since the 1880s, famous for publishing works by Henry Lawson, AB Paterson and Miles Franklin. In 1970, Angus & Robertson was acquired by the businessman and Liberal political activist Gordon Barton, and renewed and restructured under the directorship of Richard Walsh. In 1980, it was acquired by Rupert Murdoch’s News Limited. Then, in 1989, Angus & Robertson Publishers (along with Harper and Row [USA] and William Collins [UK]) were absorbed by the Murdoch-owned HarperCollins Australia, which had set itself up in Sydney. For Jill Kitson, who had once worked as a literary editor for McPhee Gribble, this was a worrying development. In her essay ‘Towards Global Publishing’ (1989), she wrote:

 

Angus & Robertson, our longest established and arguably most illustrious publishing firm, has been owned by Rupert Murdoch since 1981, and is now part of News Corporation’s book empire, based on Collins (UK) and Harper & Row (US), which it plans to sell to its new publishing and investment vehicle, Media Partners International.

That is to say, the Angus & Robertson imprint and backlist are to be part of Media Partners International. As a publishing house, with its own publisher, its own editorial staff, its own editorial policy and publishing ethos, Angus & Robertson is dead. Its obituary demonstrates all too tellingly the dangers for local publishing houses in the new world of international publishing, in which a handful of global conglomerates compete for domination.3

For Kitson, 1989 heralded a ‘new reign’ of multinational publishers in Australia, aggressively buying out the independents, a view that is difficult to argue with given the fate of McPhee Gribble and Angus & Robertson. Penguin Books had been operating in Australia since the early 1960s, but HarperCollins Publishers Australia was indeed a major new player in Australian literary publishing. So was Pan Macmillan Australia, the result of a merger between the British publisher Macmillan and the paperback publisher Pan in 1990.4 Both HarperCollins and Pan Macmillan went on to become key literary publishers in Australia through the 1990s and into the new millennium. Whether these multinationals impacted negatively on independent publishing in Australia, however—and on literary publishing broadly speaking—is debatable. For one thing, the flow of both authors and expertise between the two meant that the different priorities of multinationals and independents were not always clear. In 1992, after McPhee Gribble folded, Hilary McPhee joined Pan Macmillan Australia as publishing director, bringing many of McPhee Gribble’s authors with her—Drusilla Modjeska, Helen Garner, Tim Winton, Richard Flanagan—and publishing them through Picador, Pan Macmillan’s literary imprint. These authors all stayed with Picador/Pan Macmillan into the new millennium. We might simply regard this McPhee Gribble–Pan Macmillan crossover as a newer version of Hilary McPhee’s earlier complaint in the 1980s that ‘most of our books now looked like Penguins’—except that in the 1990s, they looked like Picadors. HarperCollins also eventually took some of McPhee Gribble’s authors, such as Carmel Bird and Steven Carroll. The flow of literary authors from an independent to a multinational publisher might be bad news per se for some, but in terms of theme and content, style, book design and so on it is difficult to make very much of it (but see the discussion of Kathleen Mary Fallon’s Working Hot [1989] in chapter 5). Some authors, on the other hand, went the other way: from multinationals to independents.

In fact, independent literary publishing in Australia survived and even thrived in the 1990s. After McPhee Gribble folded, its other founder, Di Gribble, went on to establish the Text Media Group with Eric Beecher, a former editor of the Sydney Morning Herald. In 1992, Gribble and Michael Heyward took Text into literary publishing, with Shane Maloney’s comic detective novel, Stiff (1994), as their first adult fiction title. Text Publishing is an independent success story, not entirely unlike McPhee Gribble in its range (fiction, memoir, political works and so on) and its author list, which includes Helen Garner, among many others. Kate Grenville is one of those authors who left a multinational, Picador, to publish her most successful novel, The Secret River (2005), with Text Publishing. In 2003, Text Media and Text Publishing were bought by the Fairfax Group, but a joint venture partnership with the Scottish publisher Canongate enabled Text Publishing to resecure its independence and gain access to a global market. Australian independent publishers usually publish as wide a range of material as possible; fiction might only be a small part of their lists. This was true of the NSW publisher Duffy & Snellgrove, for example, which lasted from 1996 to 2005 but included among its many publications some key Australian crime novelists, like Marshall Browne, and a few literary authors such as David Foster—as well as John Birmingham’s best-selling cult novel, He Died with a Felafel in His Hand (1994, 2001), which was also published by HarperCollins UK in 1997. Melbourne’s Scribe was founded by Henry Rosenbloom in 1976 and about a third of its list is devoted to fiction, with success stories like ex-prisoner Gregory David Roberts’ adventure/travel/organised crime novel, Shantaram (2003), which sold around 130 000 copies ‘before’, as Rosenbloom put it, ‘the rights were taken away from us’ and sold on to bidders and film-makers elsewhere.5 Ivor Indyk’s Giramondo Publishing Company, established in 1995, began to publish novels in 2002, developing a significant quality literary fiction list that includes Brian Castro, Antoni Jach and Alexis Wright. There are other successful Australian independent publishers with fiction lists, like Adelaide’s Wakefield Press or the Fremantle Arts Centre Press, or Brandl & Schlesinger (established in 1994), or the University of Queensland Press, which obviously has institutional support (although other public institutions, notably the Literature Board of the Australia Council, routinely lend their support to independents). But the most successful Australian independent company of all is Allen & Unwin. Established in Australia the same year as Scribe, Allen & Unwin separated itself from its UK parent company Unwin Hyman, avoided a takeover by HarperCollins, and became an Australian-owned company in 1990. It is now ‘one of the biggest independent publishers in the world’, with around 220 titles per year and distribution ties to overseas publishers like Bloomsbury.6 Allen & Unwin is unusual in that it publishes trade as well as academic books, but it also has a strong and continuing commitment to Australian fiction (including crime fiction) and has hosted the Australian/Vogel Literary Award for the best unpublished manuscript from a novelist under the age of thirty-five since 1980.

Both multinational and independent publishers have clearly invested significantly in Australian fiction during the period we cover in this book and—at least in terms of the fiction itself—the differences between them are not always straightforward. There has been no perceptible decline in Australian literary publishing; in fact, during the 1990s in particular, literary reviewers with claims to make about ‘quality’ would sometimes complain that, as far as Australian fiction is concerned, publishers were producing not too little, but too much.

Travel and Return

When we planned this book, we wanted to register our sense that contemporary Australian fiction was increasingly visible overseas, not least through the kinds of deals local publishers—and literary agents—do with publishing houses elsewhere. Some well-established Australian novelists, such as Peter Carey, can have their novels published several times over by both overseas and local publishing houses: sometimes selling out of Australia, and sometimes (if the first publisher is, say, US-or UK-based) selling into Australia as one destination among others. This can be true for many newer Australian novelists, too. Richard Flanagan’s Gould’s Book of Fish (2001) was published by Pan Macmillan/ Picador in Australia, Atlantic Books in the UK and Grove Books in the USA. Michelle de Kretser’s The Hamilton Case (2003) was published by Random House Australia, Chatto and Windus in the UK and Little, Brown in the USA—and was included in the New York Times Book Review’s list of Notable Books for 2004. Established novelists like Carey, David Malouf and Thomas Keneally would be used to getting their fiction reviewed in major overseas newspapers. But newer novelists can also find themselves reviewed outside Australia as a matter of course. This is true even for an Australian novelist’s first novel, like Carrie Tiffany’s Everyman’s Rules for Scientific Living (2005), which was extracted in the UK’s Guardian Review and shortlisted for the Guardian First Book Award in 2006, as well as the UK’s Orange Prize for Fiction. Some Australian novelists live and write overseas, like Carey, who lives and teaches in New York. Others move back and forth between Australia and other places in ways that make them something much more than simply ‘local’ writers. During the 1990s, for example, Janette Turner Hospital held university writer-in-residence positions in Melbourne, Ottawa, Sydney, Boston, East Anglia and New York, and her fiction won awards in Australia, Canada and the USA. Australian novelists can also find their work translated into languages other than English and reviewed in non-English-speaking newspapers and journals: another indicator of how writers’ works can circulate beyond Australia. Gould’s Book of Fish has been translated into Italian, German, Dutch, Norwegian, Spanish, Russian, Swedish and Croatian, among many other languages. Julia Leigh’s first novel, The Hunter (1999), was translated into French, German, Italian, Dutch and Hebrew and was a finalist in France’s Prix de Meilleur Livre Etranger (Best Foreign Book Prize). Peter Carey’s novel, True History of the Kelly Gang (2000)—trans-lated into German and Chinese, among other languages—won this prize in 2003; it also won the UK’s prestigious Booker Prize in 2001.

Contemporary Australian novelists can travel, in other words: quite literally so, in terms of their location, where they live and work, the way they are published and distributed, the media venues that review and discuss them, the prizes that are awarded to them—and thematically, in terms of the actual content of their writing. Travel is indeed a common theme in contemporary Australian fiction. A good example is Joan London’s first novel, Gilgamesh (2001), published locally by Pan Macmillan/Picador and then in the US by Grove Press, and reviewed favourably in the Guardian and the New York Times, among many other overseas newspapers. Gilgamesh—which is further discussed in chapter 3—takes travel not only as a theme but as a structuring logic, with chapters entitled ‘Visitors’ (an appealing foreigner arrives, disrupting the ordinariness of local Australian life), ‘Flight’ (the female protagonist travels to London and then Armenia in pursuit of her lover) and finally, after a complex series of events, ‘Return’: bringing Edith, the protagonist, home again. The novel establishes a dialogue between being at home and leaving home, registered at the end when Edith is told that she has ‘found [her] place by now’ while her son Jim is about to step into ‘the traveller’s world’ and depart.7 Travel—the experience of moving out into the world, of engaging with others—is without doubt a major preoccupation in contemporary Australian fiction. But simultaneously, so is home and place, as London’s novel also suggests. Indeed, these things are important enough for us to devote an entire chapter precisely to the ways in which contemporary Australian fiction represents home and place, and registers a sense of ‘belonging’. Gilgamesh is not contemporary in its setting, however. In fact, it is a historical novel, beginning in the 1930s. It is a kind of paradox that contemporary Australian fiction is also preoccupied with the past, with history and historical development: a paradox that is significant enough for us also to devote a chapter in this book to the historical novel. Gilgamesh begins with an act of settlement—late colonial settlement—as Edith’s parents build a house and establish a farm in ‘the wilds of south-western Australia’. A great deal of contemporary Australian fiction returns almost compulsively to the colonial scene, to all the fortunes and misfortunes of settlement in the early days of the frontier. This is another kind of travelling, another kind of return—just as important as the journey to another country and another place.

Australian Novelists, Public Intellectuals

In 2002—the year before he won the Nobel Prize for Literature—the South African novelist JM Coetzee himself journeyed to another place, moving to Adelaide in South Australia. Four years later, Coetzee became an Australian citizen at a public ceremony. ‘I was attracted by the free and generous spirit of the people, and by the beauty of the land itself,’ he said, ‘and … by the grace of the city that I now have the honour to call my home.’8 Settling in Adelaide and claiming it as ‘home’, Coetzee effectively reinvented himself as an Australian novelist, or perhaps a quasi-Australian novelist. As if to echo or underscore the point, he also invented an Australian novelist: the elderly heroine of his novel Elizabeth Costello (2003). ‘By birth,’ the novel says, ‘she is Australian. She was born in Melbourne and still lives there, though she spent the years 1951 to 1963 abroad, in England and France’.9 But how Elizabeth’s Australianness is defined remains unclear. The protagonist of her best-known novel, we are told, is the wife of Leopold Bloom from James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922): tying her fiction to European high modernism (and we shall see other Australian examples of this in chapter 3). Africa figures largely in her travels, and the small-scale ‘critical industry’ that develops around her is remote, based in New Mexico, USA. She seems to advocate what used to be called a cultural nationalism, telling an African writer that Australian writers have grown ‘out of the habit of writing for strangers’ because Australia can now ‘afford to support a home-grown literature’.10

On the other hand, she also speaks of ‘resisting’ established local literary traditions. There is, she says, ‘a weight of Australias made up by many other people, that you have to push against’; and when someone asks her if, in her novels, she is ‘making up Australia’, she answers yes.11 The question of how contemporary novelists go about ‘making up Australia’ is one that preoccupies this book. Every Australian novelist defines himself or herself in relation to Australia, as well as Australian literary traditions and events: as Murray Bail’s Eucalyptus (1998) self-consciously does when (echoing Patrick White) it rejects earlier ‘dry’ forms of local bush realism, for example, or as Peter Carey’s My Life as a Fake (2003) does when it returns to the infamous Ern Malley hoax of the 1940s. There is indeed a confident sense of writing in the framework of ‘a home-grown literature’ among contemporary Australian novelists. But there is also a sense—simultaneously registered in Coetzee’s novel—that departure and travel and a dialogue with other places is just as important. For many writers, the cultural critic Meaghan Morris’s observation in her essay ‘Afterthoughts on “Australianism”’ (1992) remains true: ‘I have always learned most about Australia by writing from here to an elsewhere and from somewhere else to here.’12

Elizabeth Costello is a novel that wonders about how a writer can inhabit Otherness, how one gets into the mind of someone or something radically different: how a male writer, like Coetzee, inhabits a female protagonist like Elizabeth, for example, or perhaps how a South African novelist ‘makes up’ an Australian novelist. These issues are pondered by Elizabeth herself as she speaks and debates at public forums, wondering how she might come to understand the minds of animals, of murderers, and so on, and never arriving at any clear conclusion. Coetzee’s novel is in fact built around Elizabeth’s performances at a series of public forums around the world, constantly taking her out of Australia, away from her home and, to a fair degree, away from her role as a novelist. Or rather, his novel enables her to perform at public forums precisely because she is a novelist, as if this is reason enough for her views about particular ‘issues’ to be listened to and reported on. As she travels, however, she is beset by doubts, wondering anxiously about what she says, the answers she gives and so on. ‘If she had any sense,’ the novel suggests at one point, ‘she would keep out of the limelight.’ But she continues to accept invitations to speak at forums, festivals and conferences, and continues to worry about how she performs and what she says: as if public performance defines her just as much as her fiction does. In The New Diversity, we had noted the increased ‘visibility’ of Australian novelists in the public domain, with state and regional literary festivals establishing themselves and inviting writers along to speak not just about their own work, but about all manner of things. Those festivals are now larger, and more heavily populated and publicised, than ever. There is the longstanding biennial Adelaide Writers’ Week as well as the newer Perth Writers’ Festival. The Melbourne Writers’ Festival began in 1986; when we wrote The New Diversity it was still attached to the Spoletto Festival, but it has since become an independent event, the largest annual literary festival in Australia. The Sydney Writers’ Festival began in 1997 and attracts over 250 writers from Australia and overseas. There is the Brisbane Writers’ Festival, established in 1996; as well as the Newcastle-based National Young Writers’ Festival, established in 1998; and Melbourne’s Emerging Writers’ Festival, established in 2004. These festivals put local writers alongside overseas guests, and novelists alongside poets and academics and non-fiction writers of various persuasions. They invest literary culture with commercial opportunities (with book launches, sales, authors’ signings, etc.). But they also offer the opportunity—one among many others—of turning the novelist into a public intellectual.

Of course, novelists are already public intellectuals by virtue of the fact that their works circulate in the public domain, gaining readerships (however small or large), getting reviewed and discussed, and so on. But a public intellectual is more accurately defined by the quality and extent of his or her engagement with the prevailing issues of the day, including political issues. In the various compilations of Australia’s public intellectuals over the last two decades, it is true to say that novelists have been much less ‘visible’ than other kinds of writers: historians, for example, or environmentalists or political commentators. But it was a novelist— Robert Dessaix—who, when he worked for ABC Radio National, helped to draw together public intellectuals as a useful category. Dessaix’s anthology Speaking their Minds (1998) arose from a sense that public intellectuals in Australia were in decline, not least because of ‘the lack of public forums’: a view, it must be said, that rested on a conventional view of what ‘public forums’ actually are in contemporary life.13 For Dessaix, the best kind of public intellectual is not a professional, and certainly not a theorist or an academic (even though many of the contributors to his anthology were in fact academics). As David Carter has noted, Dessaix (who was himself once an academic) turns away from the universities altogether, in order to situate public intellectuals in some other space— perhaps an ‘imaginary’ one—tying them to a romantic sense of the writer as a kind of maverick amateur:

 

At the heart of this imaginary is still the literary intellectual— the writerly intellectual—who stands against the figure of the theorist, the specialist, the professional. Dessaix’s preferred term, in his characteristically intelligent and disarming manner, is the ‘dilettante’: the true amateur, the true self-fashioner. This is a seductive image …14

This image no doubt gelled with a particular sense of the contemporary novelist’s own position in the world. Carter has also noted that some novelists—Dessaix, as well as someone like Drusilla Modjeska (and in fact, Coetzee himself in Elizabeth Costello)—move back and forth from fiction to essays and memoir, sewing these things together through a sustained commitment to art worlds, to ‘high aesthetic values and moral seriousness’. ‘Modjeska and Dessaix,’ he writes,

 

have developed a public presence beyond that of ‘mere’ novelists (or mere historians for that matter). They have become writers in the fullest sense of the term, and this in turn has meant them becoming at least one kind of public intellectual. Literariness, as a value, has been transferred from ‘everyday’ kinds of fiction to these new, rarer ‘non-fiction’ modes, at once high aesthetic and highly marketable.15

Modjeska’s collection of essays, Timepieces (2002), is a good example, with essays on writing itself, on Australianness and Englishness, and on women in the art world: specifically, the Australian painters Clarice Beckett and Grace Cossington Smith, the latter also a central figure in Modjeska’s earlier book Stravinsky’s Lunch (2001).

For some contemporary Australian novelists—David Malouf is another example—these kinds of ties to art worlds and ‘high aesthetics’ are compelling and self-defining, central to their literary career. But other writers inhabit quite different kinds of public forums. The media is one, in all its manifestations. A number of Australian novelists have worked as journalists: Robert Drewe, Susan Johnson, Gabrielle Carey, Matthew Condon, Fiona Capp and Chloe Hooper, among others. Some novelists have also been what we might call ‘pamphleteers’: like John Birmingham, discussed in chapter 4, whose non-fiction includes two contributions to the Quarterly Essay series, among other things, as well as a lively blog attached to the Brisbane Times; or Amanda Lohrey, who has also written a Quarterly Essay on politics and Christianity in Australia. The acclaimed novelist Helen Garner—discussed, along with Lohrey, in chapter 3—moved into journalistic non-fiction through her controversial books, The First Stone (1995) and Joe Cinque’s Consolation (2004), as well as collections of her reportage, True Stories (1996) and The Feel of Steel (2001). Frank Moorhouse—discussed in chapter 6—is another Australian novelist who slides fluidly back and forth between fiction, memoir, reportage and commentary. It is worth noting here that Edith Campbell Berry, the heroine of his ‘League of Nations’ novels, Grand Days (1993) and Dark Palace (2000), shares exactly the anxieties of Coetzee’s Elizabeth Costello, addressing public forums but wondering all the while how her speeches and ideas are received by her audiences. Edith’s role is primarily a political one, however. She makes political speeches, something that sharply distinguishes her from Coetzee’s protagonist, who is instead identified with moral and philosophical issues and steers clear of political commentary pretty much altogether.

We can ask: how political have contemporary Australian novelists been over the last eighteen or so years? Certainly, the writing itself has often engaged with political realities in Australia: sometimes tangentially (as novels tend to do), but sometimes surprisingly directly. For example, Australian historical novels, as chapter 2 demonstrates, cannot be understood outside the framework of a politicised discussion that argued over the ways in which colonial history is represented. Even novels that preceded what came to be known as the ‘history wars’, like David Malouf’s Remembering Babylon, published in 1993, were swept up into polarised debates about ways of remembering and documenting colonialism, as the discussion in chapter 2 shows. A historical novel published much later on, Andrew McGahan’s The White Earth (2004), in fact built itself around the moment of 1993—the year of the so-called Mabo decision— to remind us just how political an account of colonial settler life in Australia could be in the new millennium. It would be difficult to find a more overtly political novel than The White Earth, given the role played out by colonial histories and by Aboriginal claims on the nation’s attention in contemporary Australia. A novelist often associated with ‘high aesthetic values’, Gail Jones, also engaged directly with the contemporary political landscape in her historical novel, Sorry (2007), speaking to the apology to the ‘Stolen Generation’ that Prime Minister John Howard could not bring himself to give. But not every Australian novel about settler life lent itself to political imperatives. Murray Bail’s Eucalyptus (1998), for example, dissociates itself from political realities altogether, unfolding in a reified pastoral-fantasy space that is entirely the opposite of the settings we find in McGahan’s and Jones’s novels.

Many contemporary Australian novelists have a negligible political profile. Murray Bail, Elizabeth Jolley, David Malouf, Gerald Murnane, Marion Halligan: these and many other writers have had little or nothing at all to say about prevailing political and social issues (in print, at least) during their careers. Of course, like all writers they work through issues of identity and place, and the way they do this inevitably carries political and social connotations. The political affiliations—and disaffiliations— of contemporary writers, as well as the politicised reception of some of their work, are topics we discuss further in chapter 6. But in fact, some writers do make political comments, and this, too, is part of the way we can view their literary careers. A good example is Thomas Keneally, a member of the Sydney PEN Writers in Detention Committee and coeditor, with Rosie Scott, of Another Country (2004), a special issue of the Sydney journal Southerly devoted to work by writers held in Australia’s detention centres, writers who are refugees and asylum seekers. Keneally’s The Tyrant’s Novel (2003) is a moral fable that responds to prevailing political conditions in Australia, introducing a novelist from a Middle Eastern country who later finds himself languishing in an Australian prison for foreign ‘detainees’. Keneally is also an outspoken supporter of the Republic and was the first chairperson of the ill-fated Australian Republic Movement, founded in 1991; his non-fiction book Our Republic was published in 1993. Other writers stage their political affiliations in literary contexts. Peter Carey has also supported the idea of an Australian Republic and when, in 1998, he refused to meet Queen Elizabeth II after winning the Commonwealth Writers Prize for Jack Maggs (1997), it was widely reported that his Republicanism was the reason—although he muted the issue by citing family reasons, and the meeting was rescheduled at a later date.

Some novelists have a visible presence in other politicised forums. Tim Winton, for example, has been an active environmentalist, lending his support to a number of campaigns in his home state of Western Australia, including the very public 2002 campaign to save the Ningaloo Reef, a sanctuary for threatened marine wildlife, from resort developers. He donated his $25 000 WA Premier’s Award money for his novel Dirt Music (2001) to this campaign. Indigenous novelists, like Professor Larissa Behrendt, Anita Heiss and Sam Watson, have also been active across various fronts: legal, cultural, social, political. The Adelaide-based novelist Eva Sallis was also the co-founder of the consciousness-raising organisation Australians Against Racism in 2001, a direct response to Australia’s treatment of asylum seekers around this time. Sallis’s fiction engages directly with these local political realities and is quite different in kind to the novels of writers like Murnane or Bail. In her essay ‘Art in a Time of Crisis’ she suggests (rightly or wrongly) that ‘much literature in Australia through the 1980s and 1990s was very inward looking’, a point she seems to mean as a criticism. But around the beginning of the new millennium, she suggests, the novelist’s question, ‘Who are we?’ changed into ‘a more outward looking question’, ‘What are we becoming?’16 Our book, however, suggests that this change in orientation for Australian fiction is not so cut and dried. Novelists continue to chart the introspective and often idiosyncratic details of individual lives. For some, these are local, domestic features; for others, they are tied to national and even transnational predicaments. Novelists can focus on individuals in isolated, remote situations: this is how some of Tim Winton’s fiction works, for example. Or they can place their characters in the framework of larger social, even social-political, formations, as Frank Moorhouse does in his ‘League of Nations’ novels. The political connotations of contemporary Australian fiction—like all fiction—are sometimes clear, but often submerged or pushed to one side or folded into other narrative imperatives. But all of the writers we look at in this book have something to say about Australia. Many novelists do not ask, ‘What are we becoming?’ and in fact, with a few exceptions (including some Australian science fiction), there aren’t many examples of novels that gesture towards possible futures. But novelists do often ask, ‘What have we become?’ And indeed, this is the question that most preoccupies contemporary Australian fiction.

Fiction and Pedagogy

There have always been anxieties registered among literary commentators in Australia about what is central and worthwhile in Australian literature: what is ‘canonical’ and what is less so, what is worth keeping and what is forgettable, what has ‘quality’ and what doesn’t. One of these anxieties stems from the correct perception that a lot of earlier Australian literature—the work of a major Australian novelist like Patrick White, for example, who died in 1990—has been out of print for some time. But another anxiety, which developed during the latter part of the 1990s, is tied to the view that Australian literature is not being taught enough (or well enough) in Australian universities and secondary schools. The last decade saw a number of politically conservative commentators routinely attack universities and academics for their apparent role in debasing traditional values of literary worth in favour of some sort of value-free approach to literary studies, and Australian literary studies in particular, where anything, it seems, goes. But it also saw these commentators lend their support to a shared sense of a national literature, canonical as it might be, and to the need to make sure that the best of it continues to be read—and taught. Attempts to link an apparent crisis in the quality of Australian literature and its ‘appreciation’ through its teaching gained currency in 2007—the last year of John Howard’s tenure as prime minister—when a highly selective ‘round table’ was convened in Canberra to discuss these problems. This move was intrinsically political, reflecting the Howard government’s longstanding attempt to mould intellectual debate, marginalise what it saw as the influence of the Left in schools and universities, and reinstate a more traditional paradigm of both literature and its study. Other aspects of this cultural moulding will be discussed in relation to Australian history, the so-called ‘history wars’, and historical fiction in chapter 2. But the construction of a national curriculum was to have in its sights Australian literature as well as Australian history. Robert Dixon, who succeeded Elizabeth Webby to the Chair of Australian Literature at the University of Sydney in 2007, was a notable voice of reason in this contemporary ‘crisis’, suggesting that the claim that the teaching of Australian literature in universities and schools had declined was greatly exaggerated. For Dixon, there was indeed a marked decline in resources devoted to the arts and humanities in Australian universities under Howard, and state schools continued to be underfunded; but even a quick glance at syllabi in Australian literature subjects across the country suggests that canonical Australian writers continue to be well represented, courses continue to be taught at all levels, and graduate as well as academic research into Australian literature continues to be carried out—arguably, as far as the latter in particular is concerned, on a much larger, more networked scale than ever before. Dixon responded to the conservative nationalism behind the 2007 round table by calling for a ‘transnational practice’ of Australian literary criticism that placed Australian literature in its international context, as opposed to putting it behind protective bars as a result of imagined threats to its integrity.17 This is essentially a version of Eva Sallis’s distinction between ‘inward looking’ and ‘outward looking’ literary perspectives. But conservative commentators continued to despair. The Chair of the Literature Board of the Australia Council, Imre Saluszinsky—a conservative political journalist for the Australian newspaper—was particularly vocal on the subject of what he described as the ‘demise of courses in Australian literature at Universities over the past 20 years’.18

In July 2006 Jennifer Sexton, another journalist for the Australian, submitted a chapter from Patrick White’s The Eye of the Storm (1973) to twelve Australian publishers, pretending that it was the work of a novice writer she anagrammatically called Wraith Picket.19 The fact that the manuscript was rejected was then used to fuel the view that local publishers could no longer recognise a Nobel Prize–winning novelist in the making, or more fundamentally, that they did not want to publish a canonical novelist like White simply because he would no longer be commercially viable in the new millennium. The Patrick White ‘hoax’ became part of the moral panic about Australian literature, national identity and pedagogy. The then Liberal Minister for Education, Julie Bishop, used the event to open her 2007 Canberra ‘round table’ address, wondering what the hoax revealed about ‘our publishing houses’ and ‘our Universities and schools’, and going on to lament what she saw as the decline in the teaching of ‘classical works’ and a diminishing sense of the ‘national heritage’.20 We can note a commonly registered contradiction among political conservatives, who support unfettered commercial freedoms (which here would see the commercially unviable Patrick White remain out of print) but advocate the subsidisation of the publication of ‘classical’ Australian novels (to bring White back into print and thus preserve their view of what constitutes a ‘shared’ national culture). We shall see this contradiction again in chapter 6, in a discussion of the reception of Elliot Perlman’s novel Three Dollars (1998). What it means when Australian publishers cannot recognise a sample chapter lifted at random from the middle of a not especially well-known novel by Patrick White remains open to debate, of course. But we can at least respond to the claim that all this misrecognition is the sad result of the decline in the teaching of Australian literature at universities. A survey of university subjects in Australian literature around the country in 2000 showed that many canonical Australian writers—like White, or Christina Stead, or HH Richardson, or David Malouf—were still well represented.21 In a survey of eighteen Australian universities we undertook in 2005, there were forty-eight subjects devoted either wholly or in large part to Australian literature—with Australian novels visible in many other subjects, from those devoted to post-colonial themes to those covering particular genres or historical periods. With eighteen universities offering on average at least two Australian literature subjects each— despite the cutbacks to English programs over the last ten years through reduced government investment in the humanities and across universities at large—it is difficult to see a crisis in the teaching of the discipline. As far as White is concerned, A Fringe of Leaves (1976)—not The Eye of the Storm—is his most taught novel, often set on the syllabi of senior secondary schools as well. But there is also a perhaps surprising amount of tertiary and secondary school teaching devoted to contemporary Australian literature. Many of the novelists we discuss in this book—Tim Winton, David Malouf, Murray Bail, Eva Sallis, Larissa Behrendt, Christos Tsiolkas, Kim Scott, Thea Astley, Elizabeth Jolley and so on—have also been taught at Australian schools and universities. It is not a decline in the teaching of Australian literature that is apparent here. Rather, it is its sheer range and variety.

Genre

After the Celebration tries to do justice to the range and variety of contemporary Australian fiction, as we believe a proper literary history should. In order to make sense of this variety, we have divided this book up primarily, although by no means exclusively, in terms of genre. For some literary commentators—and we shall see one or two of them again in this book—Australian literature is simply a matter of who is worth reading, and who isn’t: as if the best novels have ‘universal’ or ‘timeless’ qualities that transcend whatever categories people (publishers, readers, academics) might otherwise impose upon them. There are novels that do indeed aspire towards universality and timelessness, but these are in fact as generic as any other literary form. All novels are tied to their historical moment, and all novels shape and unfold the narratives they provide in particular ways depending on the choices available at that historical moment. Novelists do make choices about what they will write about and how they will go about writing it; from another point of view, however, those choices (certain of them, at least) are already made for them. The novel is itself a genre, of course, one of three primary genres alongside poetry and drama. A writer makes a generic choice to write a novel (and not poetry or drama); or perhaps the genre of the novel has already chosen the writer for itself, for all sorts of reasons. But whichever it is, there are many more choices yet to make, depending on a range of different factors: setting, characters, plot, levels of seriousness or play, and so on. Genre refers to a distinctive type of—in our case—literary text. Once there was a relatively small number of classical genres, each unfolding in particular ways, such as tragedy, comedy, pastoral, satire, romance, histories, biography. But in contemporary societies there are myriad genres and subgenres. Genres are ways of organising narrative, providing it with codes of conduct, as it were: making narrative behave in one way and not another. A narrative might do this by distinguishing what it does from what other narratives do, as Murray Bail’s Eucalyptus begins by distinguishing its own project from the ‘dryness’ of Australian bush realism, for example. Some novels are relatively easy to recognise in terms of genre. But others—less content with following codes of conduct—can try to ‘transcend’ genre, or be multi-generic.

In this book, we have drawn a clear distinction between two kinds of fiction, literary and popular, with a chapter devoted to each of these categories. Literary fiction and popular fiction are distinctly different categories of writing that each encompass a range of different genres. In The New Diversity, we paid little attention to popular fiction. But in After the Celebration, we look at the major genres of popular fiction, all of which have flourished in Australia over the last eighteen or so years. Crime fiction, science fiction, fantasy, romance and the action blockbuster: there is certainly no sign of a decline in these genres. They remind us that popular fiction is overtly generic, announcing its generic identities loud and clear in all sorts of visible ways: cover design, blurbs, the way it is advertised and marketed, its position in a bookshop, the kind of bookshops it goes into, and so on. Literary fiction, on the other hand, is much less vocal about its generic identities—but this doesn’t mean that it cannot be generically identified. Bail’s Eucalyptus can again provide an example. This novel is a pastoral. The pastoral is a classical genre conventionally defined by its idealised countryside setting, where romances unfold between shepherds and shepherdesses, or between characters who go out into the countryside to escape the pressures of metropolitan life. In Bail’s novel, the setting is indeed rural and idealised; a father leaves the city to establish a country property; and a romance unfolds between a stranger who arrives at his homestead and the beautiful young daughter who has grown up there. But the narrative is built around the planting of varieties of eucalyptus trees on an otherwise denuded property. It also gives a history of that property, tracing it back to the colonial settlers who had lived there earlier on, and providing the young woman with a family history. These features allow us to identify a more specific genre that we call the eco-genealogical novel. Other contemporary Australian novels— Richard Flanagan’s Death of a River Guide (1994) or David Foster’s The Glade Within the Grove (1996)—share similar features: an investment in ecological renewal, and an interest in genealogical background, in family and ancestry. What it means to bring these two things together is discussed in chapter 1.

We identify and examine a number of key literary genres in this book, all of which engage with their contemporaneity, with the issues and ideologies that prevailed during the period we are covering. There are eco-genealogical novels, various colonial historical sagas, European-Australian novels, postmodern novels, moral realist novels, middlebrow women’s fiction, grunge novels, the ‘rural apocalypse’ novel, the women’s erotic novel, the Asian–Australian novel, Australian chick lit and so on. Generic identities thus provide a useful way of organising this literary history. But this is not only a book about literary genres. Along the way, we shall focus on particular novelists—some canonical, some perhaps less so—and spend time reading their work and discussing their literary careers, as we have done already with JM Coetzee. The field of contemporary Australian fiction over the last eighteen years has been remarkably productive and this book will try to do justice to its range and variety. Even so, some novelists—especially if their literary careers spanned much if not all of the period we are discussing—merit sustained discussion. We pause to look closely at novelists like Elizabeth Jolley, Murray Bail, Tim Winton, Frank Moorhouse, David Malouf, Peter Carey and Brian Castro, among many others. Our discussions are sometimes unashamedly literary, reading textual details and drawing on the work of other literary critics and scholars. Readerships for one or two of these authors are relatively small. On the other hand, the sheer popularity of a novel like Winton’s Cloudstreet (1991) has turned it into something of a national treasure, making it iconic. Our book seeks to do justice to particular instances like this, too. Other contemporary Australian novels, of course, became iconic for quite different reasons in the period we are covering: like Helen Darville’s The Hand that Signed the Paper (1994), a recipient of the sometimes-troubled Miles Franklin Award—discussed in chapter 6. A significant number of Australian novels slipped out of the usual forums for literary discussion to become cultural or political ‘issues’, catching the attention of wider publics. Darville’s novel is one rather notorious example, but novels such as Christos Tsiolkas’s Dead Europe (2005) or Kate Grenville’s The Secret River (2005) have also found themselves subjected to heated debate, with some people speaking for them and some against them, often across a range of different media and institutions. This, too, testifies to the ‘visibility’ of contemporary Australian fiction, to its capacity to slip over into other disciplines (politics, history and so on) and draw the attention even of those who may not otherwise have had much reason to pause and consider literature at all.


CHAPTER 1

BELONGING

In 1997 Australia’s newly elected prime minister John Howard famously said, ‘I believe that the concept of home is a compelling notion in our psyche’. This was one of those grand conservative diagnoses that seemed accurate enough at the time, even though the point was soured by the fact that at the end of Howard’s tenure as prime minister ten years later home ownership in Australia was more difficult to achieve than ever before. The investment in a ‘concept of home’, however, remained a key feature of much of the contemporary Australian fiction from the period under discussion, and this chapter will trace its various formations, its fortunes, and its misfortunes. The need to feel at home in the nation obviously suggests something about national identity itself. In the early 1990s, under Prime Minister Paul Keating in particular, reconciliation was the key: as if non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal Australians could at last come to live together and understand one another, putting the traumas of the colonial past behind them. By the late 1990s, under Howard, assimilation was the key and reconciliation was all but officially forgotten: with Australia now imagined as ‘one nation’, the role of national security dramatically heightened (this was the context for Howard’s quotation above), and the fractured trajectories of multiculturalism under sustained attack. Contemporary Australian fiction often responded to these predicaments by taking itself into the home and its environs, giving us a sense of what homeliness—settlement, domestic life and property ownership—might mean during this time. Tim Winton’s Cloudstreet (1991), Murray Bail’s Eucalyptus (1998), Andrew McGahan’s The White Earth (2004): these are novels that each dealt with themes of home and property and tied these things to an implied sense of nationhood, benignly registered in some cases (Winton and Bail), less so in others (McGahan). The ‘concept of home’ can certainly turn writers away from global paradigms and back to local issues—and to the local as a paradigm with its own particular features. Regionality becomes important all over again, linked now to issues of identity that carry with them a certain kind of politics or political disposition: on the environment, for example, or Aboriginal dispossession or the rights and extent of non-Aboriginal settlement. Family histories become important, too: important enough to make the ‘genealogical novel’ one of the primary genres in contemporary Australian literary fiction. Sometimes, the charting of genealogies works as a way of intensifying local identity and shoring up a sometimes defensive sense of homeliness in the nation. But generally speaking, the genealogical novel tends to undo localness as a construct: giving it a global dimension that cuts across a local place’s otherwise solitary disposition, showing it to be porous, constantly leaking, with people drifting in and out, some staying, but many of them transient. This, too, is an accurate enough diagnosis of what the ‘concept of home’ seemed to mean during the Howard years.

Rural Apocalypse Fiction

Nineteen-eighty-nine saw the publication of a fascinating novel that went on to win the Miles Franklin Award the following year: Tom Flood’s Oceana Fine. The title takes its name from a strand of wheat, and the novel itself is a ‘wheatbelt novel’ that relishes the irony in a character’s extravagant claim that the creation of an agricultural monoculture in Western Australia will bring with it ‘ecological salvation’.1 But Oceana Fine is also a Gothic novel, full of fables and strange occurrences, partly a family saga and partly a dark tale of murder in which a character is ‘split open like a marrow’. Carrie Tiffany’s Everyman’s Rules for Scientific Living (2005) is another ‘wheatbelt novel’, set back in the 1930s in the Mallee district in north-west Victoria, which casts a critical eye over the kind of scientific optimism that put its faith into strands of grain and superphosphates. Tiffany’s novel sees a young woman marry an idealistic scientist and move into a farm in the Mallee that—despite their investment in the best botanic developments—increasingly falls fallow, vulnerable to drought, mouse plagues and so on. Her husband is finally humiliated by the dejected locals. The wife, on the other hand, lifts her spirits with some mild erotic yearnings, not least for a Japanese man, Mr Ohno, who is later sent to an internment camp in Victoria when war breaks out. We can think about what it means for a novelist to present an eroticised, rather dreamy young woman in an increasingly ruinous rural setting presided over by men—with a stereotypically exotic ‘foreign’ character waiting in the wings. But in fact a not dissimilar predicament is played out in another Mallee district novel also set in the past, Michael Meehan’s The Salt of Broken Tears (1999). A young woman, Eileen, blows into the novel ‘like a thistle seed … clothed in nothing but the green cotton dress that flicked and chopped about her’.2 But she disappears, with the young, infatuated protagonist believing that she is travelling with a mysterious Indian hawker, Caleb Singh. Meehan’s novel is also a Gothic fable involving murder, but it relies on a couple of stereotypes to drive the narrative along: an eroticised young woman and another exoticised ‘foreign’ character, both of whom are tied metaphorically to Nature and therefore distinguished from the kind of exploitative farming that has bleached out the Mallee district, represented by the character Joe. The girl becomes a kind of mute, absent love-object that the novel continues to yearn for right up to its very last words (‘… the still voice of Eileen’). We might think that this sort of representation—a young, sensual nature-nymph in the midst of rural Australia, the fetish-object of male attention—is unusual in contemporary Australian fiction, and perhaps just a little archaic. But we shall see another version of her later on, with Holland’s daughter in Murray Bail’s Eucalyptus.

The Gothic has long been associated with rural Australia—both in literature and, over the past thirty-five or so years, in cinema, too—and it has usually been true that the more remote a place is, the more Gothic it might become. In Janette Turner Hospital’s Oyster (1996), the Queensland town of Outer Maroo has ‘kept itself off maps’, an out-of-the-way, drought-stricken place where ‘foreigners’, to the local postmistress at least, mean ‘trouble’.3 Hospital picks up on contemporary anxieties about political and religious extremism in country Australia, anticipating some of the concerns of her later novel Due Preparations for the Plague (2003). A ‘prophet’ comes to town: he ‘was like one of those bacterial forces that blindly and ruthlessly seek out the culture that will nourish them. In Outer Maroo, he found it’.4 Hospital’s novel drew on events surrounding the Branch Davidian sect under cult leader David Koresh and the siege near Waco in Texas in 1993 that led to the deaths of seventy-six sect members. It works its way towards a similarly catastrophic ending as the town is finally burnt and destroyed, with only an Aboriginal woman, Ethel, remaining behind to reclaim her land for her people. Oyster is easily identified as a ‘rural apocalypse’ novel, a genre that includes—for example—Alexis Wright’s Carpentaria (2006), where the equally remote Queensland town of Desperance is finally destroyed by a cyclone, its Aboriginal protagonist Norm Phantom also remaining behind at the end, planning to ‘rebuild on the same piece of land where his old house had been’ and ‘singing the country afresh’.5 Both Oyster and Carpentaria, each in their very different ways, equate non-Aboriginal rural settlement with ruin and failure. By contrast, their Aboriginal characters are imbued with the capacity not only to survive their dispossession but also to return to country and renew it. As we shall see with other novels discussed in this chapter, dispossession and belonging are in effect two sides of the same coin, not opposites so much as mutually implicated.

The rural apocalypse novel may not always be Gothic, of course. The last novel the eminent Queensland writer Thea Astley published before her death in 2004 was her bleakest: Drylands: A Book for the World’s Last Reader (1999). The remote town of Drylands is like Hospital’s Outer Maroo, a ‘forgotten tree-stump of a town halfway to nowhere’, ‘dying in its bootstraps’.6 The narrow-mindedness of small-town rural life in Australia has often been the target of Astley’s satirical bent as a writer. But in Drylands the satire is crude, and Astley’s literary snobbishness combines with an undisguised hatred for a younger generation that seems (to her, at least) uninterested in books, all of which lets this novel slide into a condition of unmitigated despair. Janet Deakin, a literary writer who inexplicably comes to Drylands to run the newsagency, unsurprisingly departs the town at the end, fleeing to the coast. Every vignette in the novel is a story of loss and failure. Some of the novel’s targets may well be accurate enough: the proliferation of pokie machines in country pubs, male hoon behaviour, alcohol abuse, racism and so on. But Drylands’s younger characters—boys and young men in particular—are reduced to something close to pathological, unrelentingly cruel and unforgiving. The town itself is isolated and introspective, but the novel mirrors this through its sheer intolerance for anything outside the limited range of its own metropolitan literary consciousness.

The pathologising of young boys in remote, rural settings (the opposite, perhaps, of the eroticising of young women in rural settings) is also played out in some of Sonya Hartnett’s novels, particularly Of a Boy (2002) and Surrender (2005). The latter is another Gothic story, with a mysterious wild boy who performs as a kind of village sprite, and an impressionable and deranged young boy who slaughters his parents only to become even more isolated than ever before, confined to the ‘small white tomb’ of an asylum. I have noted elsewhere just how ‘despondent’ some contemporary Australian rural novels can be, where remote country towns are imagined as parochial to the point of paranoia, behaving as if they are now permanently under siege.7 No doubt this in some way reflects Australia’s own heightened sense of ‘border consciousness’ and security during the Howard years. But in the rural apocalypse novel, these remote places are also shown to be vulnerable and porous: places where the issue of belonging, of settlement, is never quite settled. Georgia Blain’s Candelo (1998) takes its name from a desolate small country town in New South Wales, where a family’s holiday house is laden with traumatic memories. A foster child, Mitchell—another pathologised, troubled teenager—inhabits this family like an unwanted guest in the home; the more clichéd UK title of this novel, Snake in the Grass, at least precisely conveys the sense of a family undone by the presence (or absence) of an outsider. A rural apocalypse novel that more closely compares to Oyster is Carmel Bird’s Cape Grimm (2004), also built around a pathologised but charismatic cult leader called Caleb Mean, appointed as The Chosen One by the local population of a tiny, remote Tasmanian village called Skye, all of whom are then incinerated by Caleb as they gather together in the local meeting hall. ‘Once there was a fair country,’ the novel begins, ‘where the people lived in peace and prosperity until there came a time when a strange child appeared and the land was turned to dust, to dust and ashes.’8 It is difficult not to see this remarkable novel—a mixture of Gothic, fairytale, ecological lore, and Tasmanian history—as a kind of allegory for the nation itself, or at least, for a felt sense of what Australia had by this time become. Caleb is drawn as a character of mythical proportions, blown into the village just like Eileen in Meehan’s The Salt of Broken Tears—or as Bird describes it, like the effects of El Niño—a migratory figure rather than a local one, like the moonbird or muttonbird which the novel also highlights as a creature ‘that constantly wanders the earth’. Here, settlement and a kind of eternal home-lessness occupy the same site, with devastating consequences.

Rural Apocalypse Fiction 2: Andrew McGahan’s The White Earth


The rural apocalypse novel is drawn to the sorts of extreme behaviours which seem (to the novelists, at least) to flourish in remote places, some of which may well have parallels in the real world and some of which take on mythical, fantastic proportions that can make them seem like pure invention. The question of how settled local settlement might be in the midst of all this extremity—this instability—is essentially a political one, although the fantastic aspects of some of these novels can tend to smother this. Andrew McGahan’s The White Earth (2004), however, is a rural apocalypse novel that folds its Gothic visions and fantasies into a position on settlement that makes its connection to contemporary Australian political realities crystal clear. It in fact begins with an apocalypse, signalling the death of the young protagonist William’s father in a spectacular harvesting accident on the family farm in Queensland’s Darling Downs. William then goes to stay with his uncle John McIvor at Kuran House, a dilapidated stately homestead (recalling Miss Havisham’s ruinous house in Dickens’ Great Expectations) on a once-great cattle station. Property ownership and belonging are almost immediately signposted as the central themes: with the stumps of the great house ‘driven deep into the soil—but never deep enough’, and with William elated about the possibility of inheriting the property, ‘as if ownership was something that enlarged the veins and enriched the blood’.9 An elaborate genealogy is then traced in the novel, taking us back to the White family, a colonial squatter dynasty that build Kuran House and claim it as ‘a kingdom of their own’. In the meantime, John McIvor gives young William an education in Australian history. The problem is that McIvor turns out to be a rabid supporter of maverick politician Pauline Hanson’s One Nation party, and is especially incensed at the then Prime Minister Paul Keating’s support for native title: the result of the so-called Mabo decision in Queensland in 1993 that rejected the concept of ‘terra nul-lius’ (the colonial view, enshrined in law, that Aboriginal people did not, and could not, own land). He is, in other words, an outback extremist: a stock figure in the contemporary Australian rural apocalypse novel.

McIvor is also involved in a local militia, Unity Australia, which attempts to replicate—and outbid—Aboriginal claims for land by claiming that ‘Australia … is our sacred site’.10 The White Earth captures a moment when non-Aboriginal settlement in Australia—white settlement—began to panic: when the assumptions non-Aboriginal people in rural Australia, pastoralists in particular, held about their rights to ownership seemed no longer to be watertight. In a book I wrote with the cultural geographer Jane M Jacobs not long after this moment, Uncanny Australia (1998), we noted the predicament whereby pastoralists— the wealthiest group of landowners in the country—could suddenly declare themselves to be an embattled, vulnerable minority in danger of losing the land they had settled and farmed. From the late 1980s to the mid 1990s Aboriginal claims for sacred sites such as Coronation Hill and Hindmarsh Island galvanised the nation’s attention, although the success of these claims was not always guaranteed. But by 1996—the year of the so-called Wik decision (which ruled that pastoral leases do not necessarily extinguish native title), and the year in which John Howard’s Liberal coalition was elected to government—anxieties about just how much land Aboriginal people could lay claim to were being fuelled by pastoralists and farmers and a raft of conservative politicians and commentators. The Mabo and Wik decisions certainly produced their share of ‘white panic’. But they also produced their share of white mimicry. This is, for example, what underwrites the popular light comedy film The Castle (1997), directed by Rob Sitch. The narrative of The Castle is to do with an ‘ordinary’ family trying not to lose their house, but this is staged in a very particular and contemporary way, taking the protagonists all the way to Australia’s High Court with a lawyer who finally realises what to do to win the case. As we noted in Uncanny Australia, the film has a ‘white suburban family invoke the precedent of the Mabo decision to secure—in the High Court, no less—their own property rights to a home from which they are about to be dispossessed’.11 The threat of dispossession, the reliance on a Queensland court case about native title: these are not usually the things we might expect to find in narratives about non-indigenous settlement. In this chapter we shall see other, literary examples of white—or non-Aboriginal—mimicry of indigenous expressions of belonging. But for now, let me return to John McIvor, a rather defensive white property owner who takes his nephew William to a hidden-away Aboriginal sacred site precisely to perform a ritual of property ownership. ‘There are folk out there,’ he tells the boy,

 

who believe that the Aborigines are the only ones who understand the land, that only the blacks could have found a place like this and appreciated what it was. They think that the blacks have some magical connection that whites could never have, that we’re just stumbling around here without any idea, that we don’t understand the country, that we just want to exploit it. But that’s not true. We can have connections to the land too, our own kind of magic. The land talks to me. It doesn’t care what colour I am, all that matters is that I’m here. And I understand what it says, just as well as anyone before me, black or white.12

McIvor’s non-Aboriginal occupation of an Aboriginal sacred site— and his now desperate claim to have the sort of ‘magical connection’ to the land that replicates what he understands to be Aboriginal expressions of belonging—combines white mimicry with white panic, creating a volatile situation in the novel. These events all unfold when a judicial decision about native title in Queensland is pending. In the meantime, John’s estranged daughter Ruth, a lawyer, returns to Kuran House and explains the details of native title to William and tells him about the history of Aboriginal dispossession and burial on McIvor’s property. The Gothic returns to the novel as it moves closer to the exact moment of the Mabo decision in December 1993. John McIvor digs up the Aboriginal bones on his property and tries to burn them. But an apocalyptic vision of a burning man overtakes him and soon the homestead itself catches fire, collapsing upon itself at the end rather like the melodramatic climax to Edgar Allan Poe’s classic Gothic story, ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’. McIvor had previously signed the property over to William, but his will burns in the fire, so that finally, ‘Kuran Station belonged to no one’.
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