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Peter Mathers and DQvid Ireland are two writers who share
an utterly bleak view of human possihilities, but whose work
contains a comic energy which seems %o conﬁradict the futility of
the world they %ﬁgig§&x In the work of eéﬂégr writeag the
hopes of the characters portraved and the expectations
of the readers are constantly dimappointed by the sheer perversity
of things and of people, DBoth writ®&rs show a world where
everything is possible and nothing is likelye. In Ireland's work,
things dominate, and human heings merely struggle to find a tiny
area of freedonm wheréﬁhey can briefly he themgelves., In Mathers®
work, people are thwarted by the randomness of events, the
perversity of other peorle, or the stubhorness Qf phvsical facts.
The machine wo}ggfvsﬁé’victim is decapitated, and the hero finds
himsglf made a scapegoat. In hoth writers, however, this
caéﬂ%@iousness of fate is combatted by %ﬁ! endur%ée of the hunan
spirit, which i#2PERR "both in the central characters and in ‘the

exuberant ingenuity of the writing itself.
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The world of Feter Mathers can most gzngz-be approached
through a semi-autohiographical piece of w#%#&ng'publi%}d in
Overland in 1968..l @axkhexxurfarxey Phis article tells the
atory of tiathers'! encounter with America = with the identity
clerk who is not gef& “at liherty to say% whether iexix Mathers
is nobody, with the veterans and the protesting students, the
police he fears will shoot him if he reaches for his wallet to
prove his identity, +the neighhé:lcasually shot down in a har
during a televirion sommercial, the cop with the .38 who watches
ovexr the lihrary, with the weather and the huildings and the
people. Behind the crazy episodes Mathers makes us aware of the
recurring pattern which leads to the greater craziness of Vietnam
and of the deprived and victimized at home, The pattern
manifests itself in the isolation of each person and each
incident, so that the only way people have of »relating is through
fear or thfough the machine, Thié isodation is reflected in the
disjointedness of the narrative and of the prose. Yet the story
does suggest a way beyond the craziness *through its very
existence, for the writer, bewildered as he is by the environment
in which he finds himself, is nevertheless committed to it for
its very perversity. The article closes with the co men#:*I
went to America to study theatre at a universitiy. But the theatre
that interested me was taking place in the streets,™ In this
theatre, Mathers is a partieipant, and his writing is a part of

his participation,



The nature of lathers' commitment is suggested hy Lawrence

- 13 - 2‘ . - .
Collinson in ansther Blverland article, in which he describes
Mathers as "the insistent underdog, the non-passive non-conformist,
constantly herating society for its asdherence to platitudes and
conventional akkikmadexgx values. His outrage carriazs itself over
into him writing; and indeed it is +his wi*th which #Trap® is
conma'lf‘neﬂ..":t Collinso?A is righ*% in emphasizing the non-passive

‘- . ife .

hature of ilathers' relation to x}lxlxx, but I feel he is les: than
fair in sugesting that his writing herates society, Tbisn/aeyﬂuudf
auggesta a distancing which is quite alien %o the characters in
FMadAens' Ao
ki= bookas, Thewe people are passionately involved, yet those who
achieve a measure of success, such as Jack Trap in Trap, have a
self-possesaion which enahles them {0 survive the huffetings of
fortunes 14 is this quality which distingubshes Mather< attitude

hiast

from that of amxrkxurdisk—aeh ahsurdist writers eae—Gemus, The

ao
world of Mathers is as arhitrary an@<crue1 as anything found in the
ahsurdists, but it moves him neither to anger nor to intellectual
enquirye. 1In a novel like The Plague, the characters are confronted
with the horror of l1ife, and have to find a response which makes
sense of their own existence. The only satisfactory response is
that which seems furthest from reality, the giving of oneself to
the cause of love and order in a world which seems +o deny hoth,
Mathers' characters, WoweUoh, are denied the luxury of the choice
which is presented, however insistently, to those in the Canmus

novel, David DaviAd, the narrator of Tra2,3 and Thomas Wort, the

target of The Wort Paperﬂg4 are assyhlted by evenis which demand a

response without giving any time for careful thought., In any case,

events in Mathers! world always defv logic.
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In the work alreadv gquoted, Collinson describes a *typical
piece of Mathers prose® as "inconsistent, confused in intention,
flahhy in plot and uncertain in characterisation; with all its
faults, however, it revealed an imaginative mind trying to force
the language to yvield an original style « . .'é:,ﬂith the benefit
of a greater gquantity of writing than Collinson had to consider,
Wwe can now see that what he describes as faults are in fact
the conatituents of Mathers' world., The intentions of the writer
are confused and inconsistent because that is the nature of
intentiona. Plots are not clear and characters are not certaine
His style is original not because his aim is originality hut
hecause only such a disjointed and anarchic atyle can render the

<&E> disjointed and anarchic world of his imagination. uzpe development
of this styde can in fact be traced through the xEkixer storien ke
/MaMean , _ b5
Ahas published in Overland, The first, X3uwme "Thesre Foets",
is a lively account of the would-be lady literary patron whose
fears ahout the wildness of her proigké'are qExk® quieted hy her
admiration for his penise The style is, however, quite
atraightforward narrative, The second story, "Something Touchy
and Delicate", experi:g££: with the shifts in person and time i
whicthome to characterize his worke This story also contains the ;
S ‘

delightful and pathetic image of "tinned May"l the wife rolled

A~
Aown the hillside xmx in a galwanized iron tan%(/which epitomizes

/Tafless’
his ambipuous and ironic view of the intermingled comedy and

7
cruelty of the world, His two autohiographical sketchesTahandon

any pretence of orderly verisrimilitude Imxmx for the deeper

veracity of total unpredictability.
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It is significant +hat [lathers moves furthest from

ordinary reality in MWondermath", the sketch written in response to

a requert for an autohiographical statement., \ This sketch opens

Wwith linguistic apeculations about the meaning of the name Mathers,
B lUnbed . _ o '
which We—tImX®™ among other things with the "stinking camomile",
one of the plan®s using the suffix "wort®* which was %o play a part
in his later novel. The speculations appear to bhe pure fancy, but
they suggest also the tnuous nature of our identity, which rests
80 much on our ability to find worAs to define it, This perception
__juil‘)ﬁ'@d

alonefthe arparently random mEkikmt mode of === narrative, for when
the very words we use have such an arbitrarv ~onnection with
reality it is ahsurd 4o pretend to any greater consistency than
is inherent in our medjum of expression.

The kzkaixxkz wHole sketch im presented as a scenario for a
film, with a choruvs providing comnent from the point of view of the

sudsiahice

conventional world, which hoth fears and Aespises the et of

O Sfensibl Substriice.,
the narrative, Tﬁii< ; however, never emerges clearly,

In the manner of his novels, we have a digression into the lives of
his parents, His own life hawewExy is presented as a fantasy,
a conglomerate of dreams Which could never exist in any ohjective
reality. Yet this fantasy is really a kind of descant or inner
: L : :

truth which accompesies the outer evenis, which we can only infer,

Ko Pdyrator
We see béﬁXas after-school messenger hoy, avenger of industry,
master politician, military panjandrum, phantom of the stockyards,
international travéller, The individual episodes follow an

outrageous and incredible logic; the whole is hoth impossible and

complete.



& 422

Thene sketehes help to provide a clue %o Mathers' narrative
method, 3JIuxkxar There is in them no real distinction of inner
and outer reality,of fact and fantasy. The non-events of
the autobiography, "Wondiermath', have neither more nor less
reality than the quite objectively concrete but equally IAExXEIRk
incredible world of Pit*sburgh in "Identity". Similarly, the
narrator is also the author, but the author is also a fictitious
personage, a character who has to construct himself out of his
words. Mathers thus aholishes not only the normal convention of

A

fiction‘ that the world @€ of the novel is one wholly within the

1
author's consciousnessqs(buﬁ also the fictional d#vice used hy

such writers as Furphy, where the person of a narrator involved in

the action enables the author to further distance himself as an
objective and ironic commentator, HMathers is wholly involved in
+he action, rather in the manner of Sterne, but he lacks even a
consimtent point of view, and therefore makes no attempt to

make sense of what happens.
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The status of the narrator is made clear in The wort Papers,

which are passed on by a crazy correspondent named Matters, one of

the variations of Mathers, But the speculation on plant associations
in "Jondermath" makes it possible that Mathers is also the brothers
Wort, the protagonists and victims of the hook. There is no such
simple association in Trap, but in "Wondermath" xhexmaxxx Mathers does
refer 40 heing "hefriended by a Mr, J, Trap in a loWw wine xkxzky
cellar® and heing taken home ‘hy him to his family circle.lg‘This

1ifts Trap from fiction to a reality in liathers' life, although the
fantastic form of ﬁ%ﬁ memoirs removes him at once to fictional status

again. In Trap itself, however, a great deal of the narrative is told

directly by Trap, and there is no sense of the author managing the

story in the hackground., While Trap¥is speakingj or any other
chamacter, his is the sole consciousness through which we see events,
The distancing and questioning comes from the fact that we see the
main characters not only through their own words hut also through the
T TN
words and eves of others, Mathers'! involvement is not merely through
e
the creation of the characters, buﬁ/' is complete surrender to them.
\
His writing is therefore not merely a fistional prohing of the
relationship hetween men and events, hut a fundamental questioning
of what we are accustomed to acrept as human reality. The Adisappearance
of the author into his characters, like the unreality with which he
. . . .8 .
precefats himself in his men01j( questions no* the natuwre hut the

possihility of human identity. adol':’w]vf‘a{u‘t“? ot fiedign

chxth. A/~ €‘."\jie-- u\jef\ri Y
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The comedy and verhal wi* of Mathers' writing springy from the
understandin .
rame ANAXRERIEXYXIER of the tenuous nature of reality as does
the anarchin structure of his work. The comedy it=elf is in an
- &
Australian tradition of vulgar knockahout which stretbhes as hanl
ar Steele Rudd. In this writing, the characters are always the vichins
. | .
of circuustances, aid the hum%r ir most often crudely phyvsical.

This tradition exists outside formal literature in the kind of

oral lore collected hy Bill Wannan in him book The Auﬂtralian,y%q

and of course Steele Rudd's characters meowed-eanily kmek-into this

medium in *he countless jokes of Dad and Dave. The essence of *this

/e
hum%r is the way it xakExxkke deflates huwan pretensions, "takes the

mickeyYout of not only the easy targets, the new-chums, parsons and

city slirckers, hut also out of almos® any human aspirationse. Dad

Rudd and his family are, after all, hard-working selentors, and the
‘a/ - -

hum%r of the yarns comes from the failure of their work, A.D.Hope

has poinied out how this sort of joke can come only from the insider;

IE]
a2 .
from anyone else it would be pretentious or insulting. i

NP | A Australbian, 72&iln if Vidper brockadod,

tﬂ&&i+ivq(can he traced through the digzer humgf of two wars,

through early Australian films, and pkex perhaps most ohviously in
i

the Australian graphic tradition of hlack and white art, It is
Mathers' place in this tradition which makes his work most ohviously
Australian, The exuberance of his comic invention relates him %o a
writer like John Barth, his proletarian sympathies perhaps put hin in

. . ., . . Cete
the company of such English writers as Alan Sillitoe, but his -t
characters, perpetually resilient underdogs, horn losers who still
prove superior to xaEieiyy the surrounding society, are unmisteloihly

these  chamcbyy

Australiane, The humqf rpringa from his identification with rem, fewem
A0 Cepn. From, A -
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The chaotic structure of lathers' novels ne;zeﬂeﬁia_tée;xi@fiﬁ?
Tife~freom—ridkin tho wmachine, reople struszgle against fhe events
which huffet them, mometinew managing %o shape tho—evenits for a period,
more often heing shaped by them, Tangled up with the present is the
past, whiech recurs not only as memory but also as one of the forces
which has contributed to the shape of the present)and as a partially
revealed pattern linZing the most unlikely people. The past is the
series of events which hawe developed certain characteristics in
the actors in today's drama and which kaxe given these people their
particular stations in life and *thus their roles in the drama, These
events, however,cannot he presented in a straightforward narrative,
hecause lathers interest is not so much in how they came abaut as in

Kor precence et o
how&ﬁyﬁk4£;L4nmmm#2Ftoay. The characters in his novel therefore
relate these events as they come %o rememher them, or as they hecome
important %o them in the present. As the events are related, however,
a time change occurs, and %the past is axaix made present, its
characters as real in %the novel as the ostensihle narrators, There
is, in conseguence, a constantly shifting perspective on events and
a constantly shifting xpErxyxx centre of consciousness within the novel.
This method of narration enables the author to make an ironie
commentary by the juxtaposition of events from different periods and
different parts of society, but it also threatens *o disintegrate the
novels, leaving us{gglzjﬁE%ﬁ?iheir energy as a unifyving force, The
reader hecomes confused hy a multitude of events and characters, so

anoit

that no c}ear theme emerges, -Ae—r=+% the novels come %o celehrate only
I\"}\; ‘Hhc

their OWTKyitality.
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If, however, we examine the siructure, a nunher of rmEmxkamkx
IhExrx persistent concerns do appear. In Irap, these soncerar relate
to the destructive nature of society and %o the efforts of individuals
%o huild an identity which can resint the onsiaughts on it. The
characters in the hook can he Aivided w—%wecs those who build *heir
identity from the material goods offered by society, 7nd those who

. e miXed= blood aboj"&l’&k(}k
build their identity in &enpite of Li.KGHm;central charanﬁervKTrap:

aith,

helongs with +the latter; Free=Rutt, financier and Aeveloyper, #fex, the

‘I'G €. scapya /\
former, The narrator struggles~aﬁa§£;¢ Trap's imhtexexk influencipy?
achieve the Free~Rutt stindards, hut finally has to acknowledge defeunt.
Thio Lo,however i all e chagachero .
X% There distinctiong eer noﬁﬁfiear~cuﬁ‘ 01d Feters, for example,
achiewes material succems through a narrow concentration on his own
material advancement, yvet we are forced {0 admire his versatility anAd
bis tough endurance, Similarly, Mrs MNathan is hoth a shallow hypocrite,
living a 1ife of social, intellestual and artistic rretemsion en—the
baged o _ .
wastr—of unashamed ExxX hut unadmitted exploitation of the less
powerful, and a woman wi*h the drive *o force society to acknowledge
a life she has built for herself, I% is ﬁhthers' abhility to
perceive bdth the attractiveness and the real quality of such a person

which makes his satire of Toorak so effective, He admits all its real

gualities and st1i11 shows how the civilization on which iﬁf prides

itself is s&+3 a mere cardboard earmpsree wWwhich reveals its essential
insuhstantiality)even in comparison with so frail a vessel as Mrs

Paine of the marvellous panacea and the cactus crucifix,.
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The search of these people for %X%E viahle identity is detailed
in f?;tory ahout thegfforts of a social worker, David David, *he
nerrator, to prepare a report on Trap for his patron, Mrs Nathan,
who hopes to use Trap to organize natives who might otherwise ohstruct
a mining venture in whiech she is interested, In the process of his
investigations, David has to meExide choose the way of 1ife he wishes %o
follow. He is xmkxuxuer fascinated hy the Toorak world of finance and
fashion, and becomes mos=% upset when Trap and others question its
valuesa and justifications. uith his consecigus mind, he acrepis
society's valuation of Trap as an evil man, and & resigns from his
public welfare post with the council 4o follow a carecr in Mrs Nathan's
companies. Finally, however, he is unahle to free himself from Trap's
influence, and a% the close of the novel ¥ heaves a brick through

the xI¥akeE glass and aluminium doors of the Megopolis building, headgquarters

of the higgest company of the syndiaate.
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The novel is not, however, essentially about David David. He is
the narrator, and as such also functions as a commentator, His |
commentary is the more effentive hecause he is involved, and the
reader's response to the actions of the story is conditioned more by
David's struggle to avoid Trap's influence than by his explicit
words, Although he is able *to mock some aspents of his own 1ife,
as when he laughs at the time he was "Rehabilitating whores and at
the =ame time having two call—=girls in South Yarr,,"-any tnclination
we might have to accept the accuracy with which he sees himself is
immediately contradicted hy his obhservation that his “raving grace"

l/M
is:hfﬁijfa ability 40 see others as they really are. Ny honestiy.
My ability to stand off and ohserve them with complete detachment.®
This is part of a meditation on an ocrasion when he has heen soO
much involved, has had so 1little detachment, tha*t he is ‘oo exhausted
either to work or to sleep. Moreover, the suhject of his meditation
is not concern for others but for himself, Other people are for
David a challenge which forces him to examine his own identity.
He descrihes himself as a person who has "attempted just ahout
everything. Associations, clubs, parties, sects, movements.ﬂéﬁYet the |

onlv spontaneous action we =see him perform in the novel is when he

Aé_éﬁwncﬂoao )%bdy%te. not cwgpéy &
heaves the bhrick at the end., His—TFfuncliion 3ir—themeforernetther actor
or an )
rer commentator, but ratherqsurrogate, Mrs lNathan and Trap, and 4he

people they introduce, act on David %o force him fo a commitment, and

Therrpred, by

his resntions are these—eix+he reader, Throomzr—irbry lathers is/

Hrouph Dasiol,

/<uq1ny Trap to push his readers towards a commitment,
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Par more interemting than David's development in the novel is

Trap's response to lirs Nathan's akdmzrixk attempt to implicate him in
In. Aef.‘wm of Ker ﬂ"“‘fj

] ini wventure Mron departs with his rty *
her mining venture. Isskead, Tran departs with his own party %o
ohatrur+ the venture, only %o bhe arrecnted on the first dar of his
journev. These events, houever, occupy only two dayvs and six
pages from the opening of the novel., The rect ic a flashbrck o
DaviA DaviAdt's Adiarv for the month hefore *he o ening Acte, This diary
incorporates narrativen which leap hack five generations,

{;u(“

Altogether, there are fimme XERIXZXEXAXEXAXI connonted hit
Aistinct narrativ interpolated within the framew~rk:e€ David's mmkrx

/ é_JL;JHme}Uf\i;prﬁt&#ﬁ -
stor,vaan-ﬂ mmuhxa@#iw< The fimxt of ﬁ‘.hp;ﬂa is the
v¥@lativelv short arccount of Tb Crurtiist and the Tediment Shoe frotory,
This is vaguely connected to the rest of the novel through the
en;Lyweqf at Pediment of a kind of nizce of Trap, i‘aisie, who manages
to infect Cruxtwist and, *through him, a whole religin-political zmxfexex
conference, with erahs, The inage of ~rahs is renewed in fthe novel
+hrough the Crahhed Circle, the astirology group dominated hy .irs
vathan. The implications are evident, hub i~thera dces not em_ hosige
them in the development of th¢ novel., The thenghtic relevance of the
Cruxtwist episode appecrs to he mainly the aheurdits of 1life, and
particularly of the attempts to justify it by various forms of morality,
Cruytuiat is a lecher, and also the devotee of a particulerly vicious
Parmxmfxpakikinxtxerusaiiazgx rolitical crusade whish uses norality as

. [#4
justifiecation for denying any respect for others. Tre factory manager
is vell=meaning hut uncomprehending. Only aisie, vith mental and

i i fron o reased state, is adecuate to -
C\\— hiological weapons derived {Tom her op;7e ahe,

ﬁQ}sifuation.
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The seconrd interpolated narrative in the novék is the story of
Tran's earlyv 1ife, up to his meeting with 5allv., This is followed
Hor A Ay g e S50 7
hy asimilarly 1 ety AedHin; the story of Trap's grandparents
and parentsy from his grandmother's akdumkxmmxka Tong-sought
abduntion from Tierra del PFuego %o his father's career as a Wohhly and
arsonist, Phe—imageof Tire, derivedfrom grambmother ilo-is'y

7

homeland, persisis in the azxzirerf-whkivhxrzxizxkerxhushand. hixxXifey
Woy An
*hE medatr—uhich Armstrong Trap clears the ground for his garden,
) mane s~
the accident which causes his death, the mede of death of armstrong's
tuo elder hoys, amdxkhexzxinzmhizhxpizzerxXiXzemxRrapyxdaskxPragpix
fathmxxxinkanzxﬁaxxxxmixgg the conflagration which syvmbolizew
Wilson Tra'= acceptance of the anarchist doctrines of the iohhlies,
: . . . 16
and his last gegture of defiance 0 a capitalist world, The same
ﬂ£f¥ image occura in Fack Trap's career in the name of his first partner,
Tulecan, and in the meditation on arson which follows his release from
. . . . 1 .
the police and his reunion with Sally, T The grand conflagraticn of
fire destrovs Maria's hopes of achieving her dream, the settlement of
her family in a rural parddise, hut it also seems to offer the only
Lo
hope of emespans from the marhinewhich continually binds Trap to its
®Wheels, This marhine has svmholically shat on Trap at the very moment
he seems %0 have achieved some freedom, just hefore the meditation on
~arsone The only real freedom he has enjoved has heen from his acts of
. (
hU* , defiance, Fire, the instrument of the machine, seems also %o offer
] s

2 e

the rcomptete escrore—from—i4:
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This section is dominated by the image of fire, derived from

grandmother Maria's homeland, This image defines the reality at

the heart of Trap., Itself shapeless, it gives shape. Wholly

denstructive, it is yet an achievement, I%s being is taken from

other things, and it exhausts itself in its being, Wilson Trap,

Jack's father, zEfiExirxkiakxkiexielinzrakexfirexzfxaxsamyxwhizh

hexEakchexxiaraxfromxihexraxdxandxenkeexkhexmit¥ derives his
1Kruger,

ingpiration from a WObblxkyho virtually exists only as fire. . .«

"trousers like cool coals, violent red shirt, a pink, cooler face,

then ginger hair « o« o o Ginger flame bristled from hims nostrils,

He was compact fire," Kruger burns down the mill where Wilson

is working, and Wilson, reflecting tha* such an act can arise only

from a nohle inspiration, follows his example for some years, until

"the fire went out . . . « it was as though he'd been given a

certain amount of fuel, which, when exhaurted, was not to he

replenished." The same thing is true of the other major characters

in the hooke To the extent that they are alive, they are demtructive =

bhut the life of the book is destructive,
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This is no{where more true than in +he case of 014 Peters, Jock
1’2—

Trap's great-great—grandfather on his mother's sidejy and central

figure of the fourth major slah of nerrative, sedorst—father—tad—

o destruntive temperament shied resulted in his killing a rival lover

and heing transported to Australia. £14 Pelers lays the foundation of
AJ

his fortunes hy participating in the rape of the cedar forests, A

. . caunsens . . .
quarrel with a conviect EEaz® the loss of his omn, whieh is erushed

3 3 “l a2 atloa PPN oS . 2 A-A3a s | PN o
in a log jrn.whiteShe_gonpint—mnd—Tehena——cuyarsclover payTeTt—ei——4Ho3
on—the logs caught in-dhe i T T oln T 0 7é1737'

; : it . : = .
the—miyen for thinm purpore: —Phre—herddn-alsoy—h = Eaads

qa%ﬁﬁ#&eﬁr—fe#-a hu}&eeper'q dog carries 1+-of§K and so brings ahout

r‘\e -45531\‘5 resets

Z search which dimeeveraPelers and leads-him to soocord TFeters
furthers his fortunes hy a padkmmsizx with Colonel Sancty-~Mony, who

rartnership ¢

has Agrived par*t of his wealth from trade in shrunken cannihal heads,
rome of which have heen chopped off just to meet the demands of the
trade, Feters eventually replaces his hand witl, a savage hook which
is incorporated in the arms of his companye. I.eanwhile, he hecomes a
mEmherxk memher of the narrow sect of True Belk@vers, whose theology
supports his prosperity, and fathers a child on the daughter of the
hué%eeper who had originallyv rescued him. The contradictions in this
career effectively satirize the pretemsions of the pioneer families,
hut their point is not essentially satirical, Rather, these
contradictions constitute the reality of Peters, His 1ife is huilt on
the destruction of the great @edar forests, hut it is still a real

achievement. By the exploi*ation of his contradictions Feters

creates his own place in the world,
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What is true on a lesser secle of €14 Feters is true on a greater
acale of Trap himself. Certainly, he does not achieve the material
success of Feters, He does, however, impose himself on those with
whom he comes into contact., His resilience enahles him to overcome
such zEEXXARK sethacks as his regular terms of imprisonment. Finally,
he creates his life ancording to his standards rather than thoce &%
which others would impose on him. The token of his success 1is
David David's eventual ant of defiance.

The story of Trap's early life ) _

Prapixyouaxxkaxx is presented through the words of his friend,
the wine~shop proprietor Adamov, while the storv% of his
ancestors is told by Trap himrelf., This gives a certain mythic
quality to Trap, as his life iRPbmeihing which belongs in hearsay
rather than in =oher fact, This gquality is enhanced hy the opening
of adamov's tale, which dercrihes Trap's early 1ife as a hoxer{ "the
delight of XkE hoxing fans. « « FThe Ultimate in boxing - the man o « .
who does not Ex® touch his opponent = 4the match in which *here ir
no phyvaical contact whatscever. Only where the shadows merge is
there conflict,! Adamov then immediati. tely zanxeXktx denies the
reality of this vision and gives iinstead the realitys "Aictually, he

2/
was horn in an inner suburh, Balmain,”  He commences work, no* as the

W a - -
QMW¥Jm%0£ﬂmemﬂgznmfbMLm;W%amNMM£ecm@mﬁﬁﬁ Y et
the mythiec picture, 'ike all myithe, has its own truth., The image of

s ao a
ﬁh%(fighter Aefving the ordinary lawm of the game exactly suits Trap,
whose life Adefies the laws of hoth conformity and dissen®, and who is

invincihle precisely hecause he acknowledges no nececsity, The image

of conflirt where the shadows merge appliec hoth to Rrapix *he matrix
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of Trap's 1ife in slumtown Sydney and Melhourne and 4o the sccial
milieu of the novel, where the nonflict is real but ohscure,

ocrurring hehinixkkEx heyond the veneered hoardrooms and *trendy homes,
in the small print of the agreements, the hacl alleys of the ecities
and the recesses of the minds of David David and those he meets,

On the other hand, the fact that Trasp hinself tells the xmEkx
stories of his a2ncestors gives these nharsecters an immediacy =xaRr
xExXikx as a part of the present realityv of Trap. These stories,

1014 late at night wnder variourly 4rving circumstannces, form pert of
Trap's assaklt on David and on the society David rcoresents, Truth

|
is the human degradation of th~ Fediment fectory, not the latitudesn of
the executives with whom David chooses *o mixe The fortunes of the
MAREERXX hetter families are hased on the rape of *he environment, in

o |

whichAPeters plays his part, The foundations of our present
0 . . » » 13 S . 0 - .
civilization were laid hy poigon ng the Ahorigines, hy Ade~fruction
ot He Kands A rettlers
of the kind suffered hy Marial's peoyTEXin.Tierra A2) Fuego After—irer

Slietrt, The estallished families are linked hy the miscegenation of

their annestorg i+l the deorrived lower womld fror. Uhich Trap 8Pringh.

LI Ain o0wrn . Aa.

Hegchallenges the pictuwre(of i% elfJxkk which this estahlished world
includes exfnce.,

holds\sith—hisown—tauthy This truth isxeoRranndedxef the £mms of

himself as a hlack man for whom *he whites, hy their share hoth in his

paternity and in the deprivation of his anrnestors, are rerpoadhie,
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- Jraps

__,__\S;i-ﬂ- joint ancestry is therefore a douhle reminder of the guilt of

white mocisty. But +he history of his familyr, whiech he emhodies in his

person, also challenger acre;ted values hy showing the futility of

religion, morality or law in the circunstances which led *o the

estahlishment of *these institutions in a new country., The men who

sucreeded were the strong, the devious and the cunningb, men Jike (014

Sanck~ Mo

Peters and Sﬂnt#yikxé;? Even Varia Tra%//survived while she was devious,

destroved herself onlyv when she was pysgessed hy & gentle vimion of
R332 .. . .

rural peace. If this is the reality of the world, *he pious

nypocrisies of David are irrelevant, and Trap is free to wage wWar as

he chooses. .Juring the novel, he chooses to use a randy dos,

forged stamps, faked parrots and random ascaplls with fist and bhlowtorch

on. SOUNy

hefore he Tinally makes an organized attack‘in his effort to estahlish

a commune., Equally, however, he assaults the left, and his own

family traditions, when he acts as scaffolduright and EXRRKEXARAKE

constructs the arparatus whiech plunges convicted murﬂeﬁd to their

death.

Ahove all, however, Trap's assault on society is sexual. He is
the product of the guilty sexuality of the past, and his mar~iage to
+he evangelistic llartha and immediate desertion 6f her, and later

ALY UbUTUIN, O
aymholie rape of the guite willing landlady, iirs Faine, are4@rxqﬁafwbdﬁp
: - thes + . %be -
white society hoth for their past and precen® u-e Olﬂfhorlglnal
1 For just as Trap's ancestor and a
people, or just as Trap's ancestors, men ann women, heve heen us=éad,
and Aircarded in the past, 80 Eb Cruxtwist continues the _attern in fim

~
present, Simitar1y. ra Nathan would castrate Trap h{y making him an

\

agent of her company. jnstéad, he attaecks *he company project, and

=

~
implies tha% he has also enjoyen iﬂ%ﬁ lTathan,
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Trap's ascanlt on Australian society is not limited 4o /
end ~
e mpithends
establishment values, hut jincludes our whole way of looking at ourseXves
His career as scaffoldwright kexx illustrates this., He accepts the
joh only after he has heen successively rejected hy his employer, Alo
wife, a haths attendant and a cinema usher, and has commenced his
war against authority hy straagling policemen's dogs which have
ventured too near the hars of his prison. He is further pressured
into acrepting the joh by the news that policeme@y'have heen making
enquiries ahout him, But what the public and his friends find
offensive is that he enjovs the joh. He refuses to "have his
“w
: hehavi7# taken for granted, o e I'm rcady, he *told everyhody,
- . S . 4 . .
%o do the joh. Happilv. I+ is this attitude which makes him a
suitable scapegoat for the government after a hanging is hotched, hbhut
even then he continues to wear an air of calm detzachment, glt is only
when the judge wallows in his own self=righteousness that Trap'r
calm breaks, and he suggects adding rawing and guartering as a pubhlin
% . . o
spectacle, RrExfuxx This remarc provokes fury becaure,1¥xix
AxX®m although it contradicts puhlic professions, it is the logieal
extension of the actual condust of the public, Tran's refusal +o
hecome involved in an anti-heanging movement refle~ts a similar
contempt for public stands. Tre implication of hoth ~n*tione is that

publicly struck attitudes are necessarily a caricature of genuine

valuen.
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Trap underminec all *he ancrerted values of Australian society.
a® an Aborigine who wants at firs% only to he accepted as a whi*te, he
shows the limitations of our valued mateshipe His encounters with
kkexx and accounts of the rich and the powerful show that we have
got neither an egalitarian demccracy nor a ruling class any wiser o»
hetter +than the rest of Roc%%ty. His descriptions of 1ife at
the Pediment and Steelcyl factories, and his father's attempts +to

Lt

be acrepted hy the Aboriginal community, shoj/the deprived clasces
as no.hetter than their oppressors, Religion is no more than Faine!
Panacea, Yet it is in this rejection of all established walues that
Trap is most Aus*tralian, for in *the act of rejection Trap lives, he
establishes and preserves his own unique, disturbing identity.
His distrust of all institutions and codes of hehavi%? is a distrust
of all dreams, but his survival is a warranty that the common man
can succeed, For hy rejenting dream as illusion, Trap does

stablish the grounds on which the Justralian dream of +he commo?ﬁam
can he a reality, for by Adiscarding al? ideological lumher Trap

dees r\:; “’ik

makes himself invincible, He Reekﬁ—ne* to control the machine, for
L& ir\f"“uﬂ(
that would merely ma1n+a1nxfhe supremacy,of=She machine, bus from

his place within i?)te-constantly throw#&t out of gear, He therefore

estahlishes an uftameable area of personal frecdonm,
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The possihility of personal freedom is also whet concerns

David Ireland, In his second novel, The Unknown _Industrial
vy

Prinoner??he creates an image of the machine society in his Puroil

0il Refinery, a place neither factory no» workshop, hu* just a giant
machine tended hy humans whom it reduceg to the status of cardhoard
cutouts, known only by maxgx nicknames which indicate their roles

in the refinery, not their identity as persons. Within this
machine a small am® measure of freedom is obtained at the Home
Beautiful, a kzxk hrothel constructed hy the men in the midst of

the polluted wasteland, hut this offers only %k temporary solace
while they =neak away from their meaningless and readily dispensible

t4
tasks, not permanent escape. Ireland's ne:t novel, The Flesheaters,

offer= Xk a view of the same sodd%&y from a different sort of oasis,

a boarding house maintained for *the unemployed. -—e~=enverny—atthough
’/¥g;s hoarding house, named lierry Lends, is maintained hy the

society, through unemploymen*t relief cheques which the proprietor

turns to free-enterprise advantage as the staple of his husinesns,

and is a microcosm of society. The only real escope is in the tiny

area of uncut grass, the "freedom area', where nature can prachige

its random cruelties unimpeded,
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These two novels wedh precent the same kind of random world

c-
*het we find in Mathers' work, but neither contains anv fiercely
]qd'u.‘o(w.t' WL"—
anarchic spirit like Trap>to wrestikam meaning out of the raw material
m&nu%twyyn%uéfb~uulﬁb
with which he is presented by life. The gle«eﬁi—a&ehz@haract.ﬂ in

The Unknown Industrial Prisoner is the Grea* VY bhite Father, who shares

with Trap a distrust of all systems and an inventive ability 4o

turn the system to his own purposes, He it is who constructs and
organizes the Home Beautiful, Finally, however, he is missing when

a blow-out would seem %o promise some hope of heating the system, and
at the end of the hock he has hecome the Great White Feather, and
Puroil continues its way, although the grudges it accunulates promise
further troubles for the future, For the present, however, the
machine is wholly victorious,

Although Ireland rrites as one of the prisoners within the
machine, his account is retrospective and essentially detached. ®I*
has heen my aim %o take apart, then bhuild up piece hv piece the
mosairc of one kind of human lifeg!Vhe remarks in the preface he
provides near the end of the hook, = In his mosaic he bhuildga
picture which is rcompletely convincing in its renlism, of*ten comirn,
hut finally withou* hope, excert for that which arises from the few
glimpses he gives us of natural himan melaticnehips even in hin hleak

companv—-dominated landscape.
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In The Flesheaters, Irelend chance~ his rerspestive. The

narrator is one of +lue inhahitants of llerry Lands, _erhrpns an

emplovee, althrugr this is never made clecr, "1e hcok opens i1 %le

rame detached manner as The Unknow:i Irdustirial Prisoner, with a

description as from afar. I"A man was ia the grounds of lierry

Lands, Patiently talking to a dog « o« « 4 half hrick loosely
held in the lef+4 hanﬂJ"ézi The tone is imparsonal, the image hoth
ahsurd and menacing. But a few lines Ylater the narrator enters, and
hecomes involved, "I put hoth hands %o my throat {0 steadv my voice,
and said, % hat's the main work around here?? I Aidn'+t rare, hut

39

others seemed tc find the question eceocephnnhle,™ In these words

the narrator, Irving Lee, defines his relationship to the nar*aﬁh}ve.
His attitude is xakxw® one detachment, hut the detachmiazﬂiﬂ part of
an effort 4o retain his self-control. Iu order 1o P:ggiu_iiﬁii
eortrol, he has to possess himself with enough facts to operate in the
world in whieh he finds himself, While Trap forces the world to
ac~ept his identityv, Lee 1is constantly aware of the precariousness of

any identity. He hoth fends off the surrounding world and uses it

to construet a fragile self.
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Just as the world of The Unknown Industrial Prisoner 1is

dominated by +he mefinery, so the world of The TMlesheotoers is

controlled hy the proprietor of ilerry Lands, 0'Gredyv, 'O ndy

- + . + .~ o 44 + 1

i« the figure from the old game, C'Gvady Sa+¢, and the charscters
in the hook do as he savs, He allots random numhers %o their rooms,
devises the rules, administers the discipline and makes *lie profit,
Yet he 400 is a viectim of the system, despite his lidas touch.

He has heen a hricklaver, has crezted something of luarting value,
hut the developers are tearing his bhuildingn down? and eventually

thev resume Merry Landn itself and make it a part of the intersnotion,

The vision which lrving Lee has of the whole ~ontinent as a machine

proves real for Merry Lands. #Pho traffic itself wasn't moving.

T+ never hed, I% was all on a system of conveyer helts that
intersested, orossed over and had to stop now and then. The roadway
was only one track on a factory floor: the continent was a vast
fartory, the sky providing natural light. Roads, buildings,

shadowy people-figures - we were all 2nﬁzedientg in a process, all
n. &3

part of a vast machine called Auskmlia.®7 | The image is *he same

e

as that &f the refinerv in +he earlier novel, but it is the more
frishtening bhecause it is implicit in the action rather than the

06 010U
Aeminant force in it, 0'Gradyv, like his tenants, struzsles with his
individual destiny, and it is only the outrome which reveals the

futility of the struggle, the omnipotence of the machine, which is

in no wayv lessened hecause it is not always ohvious.



25
But if 0'Grady is eventually revealed as vistim, through most

of the novel he playvs the part of a% least manager, if not master,

of the machine, U¥is Yodging house ostensihly provides a refuge for

the vietims of foeciety, hut i+ enslaves +these vintims as completely
“O’Cm.cl;, S‘gi?’) s He Cﬁ(—"\'i"o&" {aw of He  tamates’ Iiv'-s -

as any other part of society./' e sinister reality of lierry Lands

is revealed in the second chapter, "House of Numhers'23% The

ideology is liherall ®Iy idea is *hat the good society is not
something vou learn ahout, Jt's something yvou live, Hez?énd NOW,
The work program is part of vour life here., The government — thnt

is evervbody here — decides how much wor: time we'll have." The
language is Orwellian, for people totally Aependent on +the proprietor
and the government could not possibly exercise this autonomv, Bu*
the narrator comments, "To give him his duve, I never once saw
anything at Merry Lands that corresponded with these gentle
stFtiments." e have movgd hevond Orwell into a wor1d where hoth
speaker and listener know that words are meaningless, just part of

a game which both play to camouflage the *+ruth in which hoth are

frapped,
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Por ronr*t of the inhahitants of Nerry Lands, however, the
nature of the *rap is defined hy 0'Grady, The conducted ftour of *he
premises on which 0'Grady leads Lee is a tour of hell., The inmates
are all anonymous, and are put *through *their paces to amuse *the
visitor., Some remain dumb, one is given a primary school shamp
hecaure he has done no*hing, *two will not* lesve their room, *two
1ift their skirts to the stranger, one is given shock treatment
due
for "Laughing without dee c&ugepQU The complaint which leads to
the inecarceration of the inmates is poveriy, hich O0'Irady refers
an a#&d’la.\. -
10 and treats as a—drugs The people arc therefore involuntarily
reduced to a state of total dependence on the institution. 0'Grady's
methods ~ discipline, Adrugs, electiic shocks - follow logically
from this Aefinition of the lodgers! atatus, Yet it is not C'Grady
who reduces them to this status, but xpzmekx the gociety from which
they flee to him for refuge. He is therefore, in this inhuman
moral Bax arithmetic, guite correct in regarding himself as a
henefactor, In %the country of *the ahsurd, the most ahsurd is sane,
The comparative manity of 0'Grandv's refuge is emphasized by
the repected references *o the outside world which are conveyed %o
. S . . N . .
the reader in %terms of newpaper headlines, %&ps 7re Down, llarns
— - o - - — —
Defence liinister, Pt Alleged in Dducation. TFrofessors Dack lzdirals.
k
Spy Swap with China. Dortors Cu*t Smoking., Firecrackers Thrown at
Folice: Children Shot., Confersion on shortion. Call for arrent

=&

of Justice Minister, U.3, Warns australia against Disloyalty.!
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Such lists of headlines: ocecur at intervals through *he novel as a
kind of counterpoint *o the action within i*. The¢ oruel and offen
self-contradictiry refef%ceg, the disjointed sequences match and
universalize the world of llerry Lands. The difference is that
Merry Lands is confined to a scale which remains within human
comprehension, if not within human control.
The charanters who appear in XEx The Flesheaters are hohn

e heoolo

pa~ticipants in the action and symhols of *he possible mede= of

adjustment to an ahsurd world, Clavton Emmett, the narrator's

lover and tyrant, is hoth *the scientist ruthlessly ignoring those
elements of reality he cannot control and sensual man subjecting
the world to his own desires, using sex as a means of domination.
The sex, however, like the knowledge, remains sterile, Crystal,

his mistress and later Lee's miastress, represents the wlternative
attitude o love, as the universil\comforter and healer, Her
universality, her desire to give herself to everyone and everything,
is defeated by +the desiFe of the individuals to whom she gives
herself to possess her, Scotty, the writer, on the other hand,
wants %o possess nothing except words, to give nothing except the
understanding which comes from words, Symholically, he has amputated
his own penis, and his detachment is defeated hr a yearning to he

. . . 4 .
involved. His words bhecome as sterile as §E§§$ e¥periments, and the

two form an alliance,
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The two recurring images in The Flesheaters are of the food

chain on which all depends, and which makes flesheaters of us all,
and the sewers under 3rdney which flush away what we do not wish

to acknowledge, but what is the end of the chain,
et b

i And pilently, under +he foot.a#h, fat pipes carried
away waste from the hodies of anonvmous humans miles awayve.
To serve those not fortunate enough to be at some distance

from this other horror, the dunnvcart careered out on its

rm. L ] [ ) [ )
Every day, humane people turned itheir eyes from snratenatic
death and bhreathed the delicious aroma of the cooked remains

of animals, e o o

I knew that if I could have something %o tuwrn over

in my mind, no matter what it was, I would he safe for a

little from her, and from the power of the live cord of

flesh that was strongling me.'35 (k"é’

# lL’I'he last paragraph in this passage reflects the central dilemma of
the novel., The only escape from the ahsurd is through love, in this
case Lee's love for Crystal, hut love ifiself is an act of the flesh,
feeding on *he flesh of another and reminding one of the hody xkizkx
flesh which bhoth emhodies and incarcerates the person. Intellectua?
speculation offers one escare, that chosen hy S~otty, hul it does
not finally satisfv Lee. Neiﬁhef,howevef)does he find a release in
love, He secourges his mistress, bhut she atill gives herself %o him

Forreuver

- / -
in a spirit of universal Iove.<f2he continues %o refuse to he

porsessed hy him, hkhevwewen,
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it the end of the novel . .
&hmxnmxz&xzmmxxx%&xnnxzﬁﬂxx&zn Clarton Imnett is killed, parff’y

S
hecaure of an angry pateh of drivings in rcsponse %o Crxéal'ﬂ augrestion

that he +»- to0 Jove his fellows, and parily hena after *us

. s S .
auhsequent accldent,(+ue npe@jpf Crx&al's hody %o go cn hreathing
< -, 3 -
puncturcfs Emmett's lungseamAxzx The failure of her universal
love leads krxxmxakk Crrnotol to attempt suicide, and she is
confined in a men*al home, This in turn leads Lee to attempt to
escape his Wino+ of flesh®™ hy destroving it with a knife, but he
too is caught and put in a home. Ilere, he is left with words, Hhc
only means left towards sence. '"and the work of putting them on
e . . . Wi 36
the paper, it's something to do hetween now and dying." = By
this timey 0'3radr's Merry Lands 1ts@df has heen destroyed.
Both &£ Ireland's novels create an image of ut“er hopelessness,

In neither Ao we find any human heing who is able ul4imately to

make reality conform 4o his own wishes, The Flesheaters is the more

hleak hecouse we are taken further into the minds of *the leading
characters, and share their struggles 4o make sense of the world
through their will, through xmkE the infelilect and through £axe love.
Each attempt proves equally futile, and %o the extent %that even
temporary success is achleved, as it ias by 0'Grady or hy Immett,

+the means are as cruel as kkmxe the operation of the implacable
machine outsides JIreland *tests ench human dream, and finds each

equally fallacious.
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The work of hoth Ireland and [lsthers is renognizﬁhTy auctralian
in ;ggiayéf%iﬂm ahou® wnan possibilities and in tgggr contempt for
ERAYEARIBNRIXIRRIBAIIXX RURIAXXRIRYEAXIgAXY Social convention and

M//ﬂd‘lﬁé&o
social distinctions. 1In each of/%%em, man has to find his individual
realityv in the face of overwhelmie?BAds. Both novelists are,
however, firmly secular, However absurd they find this world, thexe
is no suggestion that it is justified or é*ﬂ‘hpggiﬁgjgz;EHYby
anything outside it. The characters in the® novels Sﬁruggle not

. TMLAA U
1o fln%Teaning through the world, hutk +o define #/azainst ke an
anarchic world, using only the materials with which the world provides
theme, They are seeking neither for a glimpse of a justifying
numinous, like ‘hite's characters, nor for the metaphysical freedom
in obhedience for which Xeneall\y's characters searche They accept
+the world as given, but not its terms.

The work of these two novelists therefore opens up new possib-
ilities for the realistic novel in australia. We can see in both
White and Keneally a disccentent with the aridity of the Australian
experience, unilluminated by the traditional symbols which give
meaning to life in older lands, Earlier Liustralian writing, whiw
fafr\y close %o experience, recorded the failure of a dream, and
therefore left Tittle hut dun-co\§?ed reality, llsthers and Ireland
accept this reality, and their novels are, first of all, excellent
documentaries, the one of slum life and race relations, +the other
of 1ife in factories and suburhs. But this documentary reality is
only the raw material for their purpose, which is to show man

constructing his own reality out of the raw facts of his 1ife, 1In
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this senme, their work makes mythisal, and +

’ . ¢refore aco%&ible,
WrDuph LK Lannfrak ,

A’ﬁhe evervday nurhan reality which is 1ife in modern australia.

Mathers goer further in relsting +this to the myths of our n. =%,

while Ireland finds in it the phantasmagoric reality of a acience-

e +1
fiction future. Both, however, speak urgently

to our prenent,



