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Red Bones in the Sunmet = the deadl heart of Australian

A literature,
Text of the George Emssex Evans Oration, June 18, 1972.

John McLaren

/!Alféough the earlient Buropean mettlers in Australia were forased
lid;antn;kthe ﬂettlement itself wam promoted by men who had a vision
for a new and bgf?ér Aociety in the souths This sawe dream nourisrhed the
exploge®s who neé}ehed for the inland sea, the Bquatters who pushed their
fleskn 1nt9 the interior and across the continent, the unionists who
fought foz;ﬂz} fale age Yodry -nil tlie hrotherhood of mon tonorres,
the nalqct;ra who fought the smquatters for a share of the land snd the
enginee¥s who pupported them with railwayva, roads and reservoirs. The
dream;£5owwver, has heen conti:nu. 3y frunira*c¢”, by the harshnems of the
land itmelf and by the greed of the men who have exploited iti. Australian

. literature is a record of this constant hetrayal of hope.
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v George Encex Evans® own life anid poetry testify the failure of a
dream. Ile started his 1life imx in Australia as a farmer, but failed,
and finished up as a public rervant writing tourist propaganda. His
beat known poems =acord the same feslingns cf sadnese and derpai® whieh
other wirters dimeovered in the face of a continent which remained

implaeable to man’r eivilizing attempts. In An Australian Symphony

he writer
Is this her aong, so weikdly strange,
So mixed with pain, ¢ « o ?
Brood= there no srell uron the air
But desolation and deaspair?
No voice, save Borrow'm, %o intrude
Upon her mountain solitude

Or gqun=-kissed plain?

‘Similarly, in The Women of the West, he writes of how

Tte red sun robrs their beauty and, in wcarinesrs and pain,
The slow years stenl ila nanelese grace that never comes againj
4ind there are houra man cannot soothe, and werds men

crnnokt S5y -
The nearesi woman's face may we a hundred wiles away.
In both these poemmr, however, Evans runs away from hir perceptions and
hidas in senti~wental bombaste In this prefereice Tor the easy platitude
t3 the hargh truth Evans is 8%ill characteriatieaily Australiane It is
this philistiniem whieh drives Patrick White's sxplomer to seek death in
the desert in preference %o 1ife among men, and which ¥xfme in White's
later novel brings about the erweifixion of Himmelfarb, It im this ghange

of attention from the harshness of the landscape 1o the erudity of
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sosiety whieh I uant to examine today.

Thir change in emphakks can be rseen in the work of EBenry Lawson.
Hir earlieat aketches of bush life emphasize the harshness of the
ocountryaide, hut against this he seta the endurance and fellowship of
‘mane RpaxProvexiaxirfetxkeiixxafxkhe XEarly stories like 'A Dayv on
a Selection' and '"The Drover's i'ife'' tel® of loneliness and poverty,
but the wife in the latter story seemsa %o redeen her enviroument hy
the eourage with which she not only eonfronts {the menace of the snake hut,
even more remarkahly, mainftaina hor humanity by dressing up each Sunday
moraing and taking the children with her for a st»0l) along the otherwine
dernerted track. Thirm ia eowrage of the same order asn that whioh Mary

Gilmore spe:ks of in her recollesticn 'Fire' (C14 Deys, CId Wayn) in her

tale of the hush wife who maves her hut and tiny flock of sheep by

driving 4be sheep »ound and round the hut all Aay until she has a firebreak
wide enough %o Reep thom scote, --d weo then goer inside, has & cup of

tea and sits down %o her sewinge '19im courage, however, ia ultimately

- 4efeated, We see the drover': wife again as Mrs Sricer in the pair of
taloﬁ; ""Water Them Ceraniins"'s The syrhel of civilization has dwindled
from tho Sunday walk to the 'few dirty grey-green leaves' of the

geraniuns which are her last thought before the death which comer to her
through sheer sexhaustion. The figure of Mrs Tpicer, with her grix humor
anid reovrringy syvmbcls of iEakkxx madness and death, pointw Lo the

sventual fate of the ahy children of the bush schoonls and the hopeful
maiﬁena of the romances. But this fate is brougkt about not just by the
harshress of the environnenti. The erucial factor in the destrustion of the

wived ir tre desertion of the hushands,

IN
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In him book The Great Australian Stupor, Rmmaiixfammxx the payeb-~

olozinst Ronald Conway dimatinguimshes hetwedn patrist and mairist societies
Patriat moeieticea are thome in whigh people have idantified

with their lathera, and are charac¥seised by reaspasti for ordc?. rigid
morality zad driving ambition and greed, MNatrist rocie%ties, in whioch
people ident{fy withL their mothers, show a greater raspect for the

arts and & greater oonmpassion, bhut t-nd to over~prote@tivenesxs and
moral laxity., Australia, in Conway's wiew, was for its first hundred
yoars a Tatrist soeiety, but one in which the x‘ﬁi!g}iagtgii 4+
imposed authea#iy of England had left no generally uccepied source of
authority and no firm soeial structure, end hence no generally accepted
atendard=s n? =0cizl or versonal hehavior, It reprrcantzd the paradox
of a pakriat mooiety withaut any coanservative tradition, and was
eharasterimed by individual striving for wealih and power, Ry greed,
dpunkezess and bhrutalitve Ia this society the aode of mateship wea
mexely a protactive dsviee fo» <he diapoasanaed and powerlersa,

There is little doubt that ths idexl of matenhip expres: ed in the
work of lauson fits Conqsay'sa pattern, Laticn's own 11fe was a failing
hattle with the hardship of a socglety indifferent to his nesdr and
impervious to his ine#fectunal sirivings %0 ertadlish a place for himself
wlthin i+, It is similsar lives whieh he devicta most sympathetisally
in his storiess Although hir verse dercends to hLollow ranting defiance,
hir prose delineatas without illusion tbe vninerahility of hia
charscters, ki lLike Joe= ¥Wilnon, they are mai:ly men who have failed
AR feleciors, or like Nitchell men who have failed within the family,
and they have turned# 4heir haeke on their homer for a 1ife of aimless

wanderinge Their spiritual bhome ie not the slab hut where a wife waits
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for the sheque whiah never somes, but the wayside sbanty where they
follow the fooitsters of Jantlema: Onee and Awful Example Xmxkim
towards aleoholio oblivion.

Yet if Lawson's mateship has its origins among men who have heen
defeated v the harreness of nature and the harshness of a patristio
soeiety;, 1% does have its own tenderness and atirength., Altaough it ims
a sogiety of males, in i4s tendernesns it has some of the qualitiesm
which Couwsy atiributes to a matrist soociety. The teniesrness isn
shown in the way the hard-hitten }itehell tends e puppgnifOn 4ne
Edge cf &hBlain', a %tenderness whieh s sounterpointed ironiecally
agrning’, Pitchell'a failure o sottle down al homa. The a4rength
and the tenderness both appear in the story 'Tie "ahie in the Bush',
in whiech Waltsr Yead livos with the fact of his own failure and the
congequant desiruction of hin vife. The compar 'ion which he extends
%o hix wife in her present s*ite in %the meamsure of his strongth. Yet
in hoth toriea tha strenTih and the tinncrness are discovared only
in the Tace of uliimate failure, walnh they 30 nothing to bide. In its
esnance this failure is the failure of howme and family, ~nd ia their
eheenar the fedlev=ni~ c¢f *rsh motes can ashisve no lanting value.
Although La »on's worx taesiifiosn to she imporicrnce 0 human values,
it alao testifiems to their [inal impotence,

instrelisn novaliets 07 the twerdieth esuatury eontinue to share
Lawson's revuliion eagzins’ Lhe greedr, materirliest values of the city,
but they #till find po enduring comfori in tbe bushs Joseph Purphy
is parhapes most at hrrme iv dhe inland, as e croeszs and re-grosses

tho well-kn wvn tracks of the Hiverin: witb }is ewagmen and bullockies,
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Yot the eane with whieb the charasters in Such is Lire fit into thair
surroundings {s Aceeptive. DBebind the sasy mocindility liea 4the hmx
never-ending riruggle for grasa., The men who'yarn az2 matas steal cne
another’s goods and betray eash other to0 squatters aud mag;atrates. The
bush it7elf conspires %0 keep lovars apart and to lgga\cgﬁidrcn %0 their
deaths, ‘‘he wanderers are men who have failed, und their yarning and
utopian hopes are mainly an essape from harsh rgality, bui oven the
apparently secure soclial life of the rtationr §s threatened hy the

groed af sunera in posression and the laok of understanding of Abscn!go
partaers, Joseph Furphy's bush and its people may be portrayed with
affeetion, hut it i« the affeetion of nostalgia rather than hope.

Henry iHandel Rishardson's great trilozy, The Fortunes of Riehard

Mabony, Aiffers from most fustralian fis%ion of its time by being

written from a conservative raiher toan a demoeraiie viewpoint, and

by dealing with the proepercus mehsz middle glaszes rather than

urban or rural wWoricers, Mahony himaelf im a patrirt figurs, Lis
rurviving family are his nother and sisters, and like dahony himnelf

thay are councious of their membership of the impoverished Irish
shabby=gentry, Mahony's mavixsmmwni whole environmznt therefore fits

oim for the patrict role o head of the fauily and upholder of tradition.
1t does mot , however, fit him for the fiercely eompetiitive money-grubbing
Roniety which he eneountaers in Aumtralia, and as so00om as a lueky break on
the stoskmarket makes his fortunes he retires %0 a life of patrieian
sase, However, the mame fluctuating narvet vihioh makes hinm subsequently

ruins hin, and the last volume of the t»ilogy ohronicler his desperate
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atruggle against poverty and his long siide into madness. The

preipitating fasetor in his mucceasion of finanejal and profemsional

disasters 15 the materialist soeiety which naither accepts him as

a peraor mo® provides him with a suffieient incomas as o doetore

fh¥erramiekyxir The ethos of this mogiety is revoalad in the opening

ehagler o7 %be laat hook, Wwhere Mahony has returned to !iclbourne

and taken up r4msidenee in his elub,

Bitterly he regrettod hin over-hasty intrusion on this, che

most eaclusive elub in the oity; 1o whicu wealth alone was the
caRapOTt. o o Welll if thim was a foretzate of what he had to
expeet - anuhs and slights fromn men whe wWould once have been
nonoured by bis notice = the nmooner he get out of people’s way
the better, And hundling hir elothea bhaek into his trunk, h.'
Arove off azain, ehnosing, charanteristically,enough, not

& quiet hotel in a gucd peighbourhood, but s second-class hotel
ou the farthar mide of the Yieteria Parace, Here, there was

no earthly ehsnew of meeting anrone he bnew. Or, for that
nat.er, of meeting anyone at alll For there outlying ritreetn,
planned originally for a traffie without eompare,= %Lhe

resathing moh of men, horses, vehicles that hud once flowed, like
a liviug river, to the goldrields - now lay as bare as they had
then been thronged. . o after dark, feebly 1it by 1ill-trimaed
1anps set at enormous Aistances one from another, they turned
into mere desolate, wind~swept spaces, On which no ereature

moved but himself., (Ultima Thule, Fenguin Books edition, p.2.)

Not only is the mociety wulgarly wneterialist, it is also ultimately
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a failure even in its own teran, leaving only i wind-awept
derolation in rlace of ita early high bopan.

The true character of Rhe morciety which im now revealed to
Yahony is, howevar, no surprise %o the reader, It is the same
roniety whinh wamn cantigated hy Tangye in Ballarat in tha
7irat bhooke ‘'Here they iie . , . dreamin' o' their money-bege,
and their dividendr, and their» profitm, and how they'll diddle
~nd auindle one enother afresh, as soon as the aun gets up
tomorrovw. Horder 'n naile they are, and saharn as needies. You
ark me why I do my walkin? ou% in the nicht-t{me? I%'s s0'8 Y0
svoid the sight 0' their mean little syes, and their gready,

graspin' faner.' (Australia Feldx, on. 283-4)) I% im the

rociaty whioch, in the suenersion ¢f feilig practices in
Mahony'a last vears, deniies Liw whe hwaan nnderstanding he needs
L0 Jreserve hiAa Ranityv, and which iltimately inearderates him
in a mental asvliwm, ‘'his asylum denies the last vestiges ¢f his
man fdentity, an® treatt every atftemot he makes 10 armert his
dignity as a man oz a {urtaer symtom of nis disense and an excuse
for further to#tures of body and souls. It beccmes the symhol
of the whole =seietv uwhich hr= dastrs e hina

Yet althous) 1% iR society which dertroys Mahony, Henry
Hande Rﬁfchardson shows this society as the imevitable product
of the Tand fracxxkimkxxixgrxxzX in which it developse The
opuaning chapter of the trilogy portrayve 4he rape of the sarth for
gold, and prophecien the vengeanoe of the land on the people

who Aespoil it, In thia chapter one miner is grushed %o death
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in him own miiieshaft, The Glendimning family, the Mahony's first
paying patieats and friendm, and representativez of the

aquatiing nlawa, are Aeairoyed one hy one hy tune drink whigh

is their yemourece againrt heat and hardship and their only

way into the eazy but fatal bumsh felldwship. 'Yes;, there was
ARomothing sinister in the dead stillneses of the aslancholy

"hushj in the harsh, meroiless munlight of the late afternoom.’

(Australia Pelix, pel195.) Thim is Mahony's owa d’.agnosir of the

auate of the blight hanging over the Glendinnin: homestesad atrter
hia firs% vieit there, but the heat in also a conmstant factor

17 hiz own destruciion, I% i5 heat whirsh <aunes his s0llapse ia
Ballarat, and ina%ila in nim the fear of ihc aun :nd the distakte
for hia praotirce whish requires him '%to go out into i%t,e o

to drive through 3umit-flouds 80 opaque that one could only

“draw rein until thev subsidel , « . to :nter yat another haked

wooden houre, Where e handled pro=irate bodiea rank with sweat,

e o o' (ibhe, 1.3%1.) It is hi= raflcection on thene oirc.mstances
which lerd: V6 hir decision to 3¢ll up and relurn %o Englend,

but his exreriense of Australia has unfitied him for the narrow
Yandseapes ana tixht Titt'e anciety of Fngland ¢ither. He returns

to Avsiralia, Where the beat and desolatinr .7 Barambogie leatroys

==~ 8 ’" b [\‘-‘S C[\k{(:{ b ! “({\;z,v f\/‘kl\y m[ (“_.M,(J’Qw\

Althouvghr Mahonw jo essentially & vatrist character, his
patrism i« of the gentry rather than the niddle-classes,
sonservative rather than gompetitive, and thus unable to survive
in the harsh environment of lus“ralia, Mis patrism ir acftened,

t00, hy a late~-Viotorian rehahilitation of fexinime values, whieh
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he shown in his regard for learning and the artr, hoth pursuits
alien {0 the materialimt soeiety in whien he finds himmelf. This
reatoration of fewminine values was not, howsver, fully integrated
in either mosiety or individual personalities, ani was expressed
trrcugh an nnreal veneration fo» the image of women rather than
a rea! acceptanne of women as peorle in their own right, Wabony
share~ this attitude, and so there is never mny real undersc nding
betvsen him and his wife, Polly o» kary. Ehas has a practical
eharity whieh copos vith the environment much more suvccosafully
than does iWahony's ftouchy pride, but the lask cf any mutual
eomprehension hetween husbvand and wife pravenh: the qualities of
t+he ons acomnplementing “hose of the other, 'The nonsequencse ir that
her enmparsion laocks depth, and hir intelleet laeks underatandinge
The woral ambizaity o7 the Vietorian male appears Im alwo
in Mahcny in his intelloctual Siirtetion with Grace farrirera
His failure to oredit hLis wife with any inte’iigzence irpds bim
to overviina Tracets jntallact, aad Lis lask of self--knowledge
blind= him to the meal nignificance of his own corduet, It is
+his split in his o¥n conssiousnesns perhqﬁﬁ more than anything
elre Whirh leads to his foilure tn enpe vith the demands of
the sustralian ervirciuents The vaiues which he represents are
raal, hut they are too divorced from huaan wholeners to redeem
the society which ne-ds therm, or even %o cave the nan who kmkixk
lives by *hems it 23 *herefore fittingly ironis that reesent

resaarceh ham shown that the true causc ol the madneas whieh led
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%c 4he daath of Kahony's protoiype, the novelis':'s frther,
wan 8vp?ilis eontracted in his youth from a Parimian proatitute.

it the same time am Henry Handel Riochardson was vriting
her trilogy, another woman novelis’, Katherine Sn-annah
Priehard, was publirhing a meries of novels set in tho Australian
tnushe TUnlike Richard ¥ahony, the characters in thara books are
momtly native Aumtraiians and at homo in the landscape, bul
evantually tha bush Aentrove ihew ton, Yhors 18 one highiy
gi*aifieant Aifrerenre, “owever, in the wav in whish dentruction
ia hrought abouty for .rionard seer tane bushk nos RO Ruch ai A
dentructive force as rourcs of potential hwwworny waich we have
vet to anderatand, and which therar)ma remaing nlien %o us. In
tha last, 0f thas sariza o novals, Coonardoo, tie bush ir virtuelly
+he natrict apirit, ranreantad i the Life of ths aboriginer.,
a5 pastianlarly in taah of soonardico herselfes The destristion
of the hamonioia 1.5 o the atation, a lifa establisrbed in the
hook by Hurhie'e mothan, i browrht oboul by llughis's adherence to
& ratrist sode whizh denies nlm the 2bility to recogninre
Soonardoo's full humanity or hie own true ueeds. Yet at the ead
the land s%ill remaine, waitinc for somenne who wWill understand
1ts spimat,

Thia is a very difvereni attituae ire. ihait of another
aont amoorary nov-olist of the buch, Yevier llzvhert, Herbert
porirays hwian soeic'y as maklxgwririukivm vicious, brutal and
self-dentruntive, hut the iandscape ol ,.in {isrt novel,

Capricornia, is equally hoatile, Hhen man doer not{ destroy
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himself, *the job in done for him by dArought, flood or sAwampe.
Herbert finda no strength in either tenderness or pity, and
4he only guali4y whieh murvives im a fieree asd amoral joy in
the fact ¢of living.

Fy the time of the Second World ¥War, therelore, Aurtralisn
writera had ereated an image of =~ eontinent in which cnly the
most hrutal survive, and 4n whieh human feliowship iR largel’ <he
rafuge of the weak., Some, such as Katherine rrichard, disecsrned
n hove of eromtual harmony, but this hore vas yst 1o he realized.
sines i tima, hoooowery poeta and novelist’ have approasocd
tha Yandacoce in quite a Aifferent wayv. They have no longer been
rontent to 342 4% nainly as a theatre for ran'a actions, or evem
as a ro1rbicijant 1o trhose sntions, but rather am an image for
the inner 1ife of men ~hich lies kehinl! 811 hiv actiona. In
actings tkia dimeneirn to our literesture, however, they h:ve
tonded Lo reac® evan more vicloatly o.zrainst the ateri’ ity of
rooisty than l.d their predecesnors. kariier writers condemned
a materialict soclety hernuce it denied human fe  lowship and
nonpannivne Lot er writaers gondenn it Yecause its pursuit of
pleasnre and material affluance deniz2s ihe wery heing 0f wnane.

The new wand Amrears in Jamen Meiulev's well-known poem,
"Terra wuatvelia', whish fivst syvranced in hook form in 1946.

Vovage within you, on the fahled n~can,

And yon 311 find 4hat Southern Gontinent,

Quiron® visi-on = his hidalee heart

And mythical Adustralia, where reside

A1l things in ¢heir imaginad counterpart,
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The affectionate tone in the rest of this poem ~ 'the magpies
eall you Jaok' —~ ereaten an environment whioh is no longer cirauge,
%o be explored ani mamtered, but one which is %o he understood as
part of our effort to underrtand the mystery oi' our own beinge.
The voyage »f exploration is now an inner one. uut jumrt anm the
loxury of reflectimg on our inner lives had to he precedésd
hiatoriocally by the strugele to survive, so the acceptance of she
landecape in our more recent literature has only heen :1ad~ poanible
by “he atrugale of earlier writers %0 aoclimatise thumselves to
it sirangenann. Mafvlev's poem i uade pormible by ELXXKEXE pOeRS
like Jobn Lhaw Niel:-on's 'The Poor, Foor Countrv'e

Oh ‘'twas a poor ecuntrv, in Auvtwan it wWa=a bare,

The only grceen war the ocutting grass wnd tha aheep found

little there,
Oh, the Xhin wheat and the brown oats ware nevaer two
oot hWigh,

But dewn in e poor gcountry no pauper was le
But Melsen'= joy in physical heautv xam naril-won, and nis poetry
remaine hrinted by coverdy sad dentii. IV Lur left %o o later
generetion Lo willingly ehlioose the evshneas 0.0 the inland in
preferen~e to the sterility of society.

Thise di9 the cb . ice mede by the exnlorer in Patrick Hhite's

novel, Vosss. white'n eariljet aovel, lizp v Valley, puhlished

Juat bhefore the outbreak of war, portravs as burren a landscape

and sterile a soaietr as anything iw Lawson. His nexh thrse novela
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axplore human soeiedy in varioum environmentg, Hut in esash the
esentral eharachers are nearching for some nean:ng heyond tha

details of the avervday round. Khite meas the materia’ oircuastance:
f lifa not ag the main task but rather as tArivia whiech hide the
truth 2ror use This attiiude reaches ite extreria ex;~-»weion in
Joss, whare ths nantral suaracter ombarkn on him expedition not

Lo Lind nag land for sehtlanent, ht to ennane £~ m setdlement

an? f£ind himnsif,

Hith ar=iok thite's work, therefore, :iu<itral.an writing has
come M1l eirela, o thie anrliest writsre, the land wag a challeng
to he avararse, and it ofl2red the hc.e 57 a full numan lifes This
hope, “owavar, wan Acfeited by tho very harchnesa of 4he
erviromaal, whinh destroved huaan aspirations and even human
decensr, and nrodunsd a gocieaty of uttor aterility. The msociety
was cne Jominste” by wacenldine srasd and aroresaicn, and one in
vhoeh humen conacioasness was fially dividede In rearsion
against this so0¢iety, writna2vs havs looked to the landscape for
cpiritual restorstioin.  Inedaa? of heinx an enamy 10 be oonquered,
oo AF oretore dligiting the mascuiine seairt, the environment hax
heen seen as maternal, restoring 1if: and resioring the feninine
v litize of boner erishonne, 13 A ronoelt of this attitude,
however, our writers have fo.nd Vhe selves vushed aside by what is
s4i11 essentialily & patrist sociely. ‘ihe bero of modern fiction
Londs, thergfare, to he more often tha lonely individual than
“he ecowmpanionable weakline of eerlier wrininge The paradox is that

in order to recover the feminie wnpecls of heing be has had %o
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asrert abh easentially patrist indepandense of oharacter. The

interior as earth-mother produces strange offsypring.



