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Fis MNobsl Prize, Fatrick White had becoms nationally
naticrnally Gustralia’s  best-known wititer. This
with it the danger that he will become a mere

% name recognized by evervbody but his work read only
s and =sEpecialists. The aim of thiz cellection of
oy -

Tt
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be contained nor diemissed

Y oa Hizsm work corntinus

5 @z to challenge our

perception of

and  our reality, and remain to  manitold

LOME ays show this range of possibility by

i

ng a variety of political, religious and psychological

o some of bhis mosth .,

widely—read novel

y
1

! White’s fr1ction deals with universal

tation and transcendence it ois grounded

a J.
sf his own experience of time and place. Tts politics

sonocearns

oppressions

from the hi

rationalist
the delight

ot living.

the immedla

in his lang

and to the

he intensity of the personal. Its coemopolitan

a personal  response visions and

of life in Australia. Its characters and images come
story of his own family of patriarchal, conservative,
landownayrs. Its religious aspivations arize from
and disgust simulftanecusly evohed by the physicality
The characters of his narratives are so absorbed in

cy of  their lives that only the cosmic order invoked

vwage can offer them novels

u

must be read

both to vidual

2 o eplsodes

metaphoric sweep of
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This collection concentrabtes on thz novels mo=t freguently

ztudied: The Tree of Man (1954), Voss (1957, The Eve ot the
(1973 and A Fringe of Leaves {(197&). The dates, and the

page referonce
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, refter to the first UK and Australlan
gaditions, except where otherwise noted. The earlier eszays
Mowever provide a wider context within which to censider  these

WO ks, Brian Hiernman survey

= v= the development of White s fiction
from his Ffirelt published novel, Happy Valley (1239) to The
Vivigector (1970 . Fick Wallach looks at the earliest novels,
Michael Wilding provides a political perspective, and Carolyn

Blizs examines the role of women in White’s novels.

Fatirick White was borm in London in 1912, His father’=s family
had . been pastoraliste in the Hunter VYalley of New South lWales=s

since the 1BIEY. Their interests had included parliament, mnatural

history, and scientific and literary collecting, but their
nassions had been for sheep and horszes. They ran their estates
in feudal stvle. His wuncle built a vast mansion for himself and

a siohool, post office, church and store for the families on hi

westate, as well as fielding a uricket teams and sending off
military detachments +to the Boer War. The passions aof most aof
the other men of the family ran to sheep and herses. As  David
Marr writes, "the stud baook was the only volume they took
willingly from their shelves." ? White's mother, however, did
not belong sasily in this family. Her pecple, the Withycombes,
had been in the country only since 1847, and although al=zo



landowners could not match the White’s style. She made her life

in Sydrey soci
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Y The voung Patrick and his sister were= brought

up iy nanni
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Later, he was zent to England te complete
econdary and, after a stint of jackerocing on family properties
back in Australia, university education. During the thirties, he

struggled in l.ondon as an aspiring and occasionally successful

D) aywright, and then served through the war in the Royal Air
Force, which  =ent him first to Meorth Qfrica and then to  the
Middle East and Greece. He returned permanently to Australia in
1248. This history, along with his homosexuality, endowed him
with the double vision of both insider and outsider to

Australia’s ruling class.

Thi=s ol

was 1tseld losing its dominance as  Whilte was

=

OF GWLMG WD Hiz own sympathies however remain with its members,
with  theilr servants and with the poor and outcast. Hee 1z a

a genuinely aristoocratic writer
This quality oroduces his distaste for the ordinary run  of
humanity, as  well as his uneasy relationship to the country.

When he left for Cambridge in 1932 he bad no intention of

returning. His first three published novels =zseem similarly to
reisct Australia. A =zensze of duty prevents Oliver Halliday, in
Happy Valiey, From making his escape. but the next novel, The

Living and the Dead, iz sebt whollyv in England and Europe. The

A

Aunt’s Story, the third of the novels written before his eventual

raturn, for the Ffir=st time expresses his complex e of a

n

en

Ll

landscape that can be won through work, as his forebears had won

the right to possess the Hunter valley. Yet Although Theodora,



the aunt of the title, and her father, feel an affinity for the
landscape, it Ffails to satisfy the aspirations it arocuses 1in
them. In contrast, the cousins who successfully exploit 1t lose

the aspiraticon o uwunderstanding fo

75

anything beyond their
immediate business and zocial lives. Theodora eventually can
find herself only by fleeing abread to the scurce of her culture,
Furope. Yet  the Euwrope she finds is alsc alien, a Tiardin

3

exotigque® that is eventually consumed by fire in a foretaste of

i

the holocaust. Theodora® s +inal flight 1s to America, to a
landscape and people very like those zhe had known at haome. Hewr

pilgrimage stands as an image of heyr <l

azs, dizleodged from the

omes they have bullt but wnable to Find a past where they can
belong. This was to bhe the pattern of White’s own life.

Az a member of a class on the brink of dispossession, White
was  particularly  sensitive to the precariouz natuwe of  human
identity. We construct owselves, our subliectivity, through the

operation  of lang on memory and received ldeas. When the

9

Facalved are under challenge, personal identity necessarily

remainsg fragile. Riclk Wallach examines how Whitse demonstrate

)l

thiz fragility through his exploratieon of the relationships

between fictional protagonist, literary narrator arnd reader in

his  second published novel, The Living and the Dead. Im  thi
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work the narrator’™s memory reconstructs & lite on the brink of

disinte

ation in a text Jjust emerging inho CONSCIOUSNEsSS This

uncertainty about both the seld and its world 12 the hallmark of

the modernism  that Brian Hilernan identifies =  the dominant

influence on White’s first three published novels. He motes that

while in Haopy Valley this styles oonceals  an essential

conzervative story
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confront the

oolitical izsues of a Eurepne in d
view rneither worlk finds a way of engaging with
FalEeS. JThe iiving and the Doad remains
individual =sensibility, and The Aunt’s &t

2

ecay. In Hiernan’=
the real 1ssues 1t

preocouplied  with
oY locked 1nto

Theodora®s solipsistic vision, iz unabhle to
the world beyond her perceptions.
While completing The Afunt’s Story White de

personal

mizerable, and he did not rezume writing for
Tree  of Man i= the first of his published
Australia arnd the one which sstablished his

both a record of in what Whits

ce

Australian Emptiness” snd  an  attempt

[}

St

gxtracrdinary behind the ordinary, the myste

Wil ch alone cowld make bearable the lives of

-, T

e

as expressed 1t at another time, h
fustralia o . . to be for many people deadly d
to convey a splendow ., a ftranscendence, ik
above human realities." = It 1s al=g a micro
of  settlement in dAustralia, presented rmot
realism" but as a conflict between the "nostag
and  the fiend of motion® p..8) that +igh

character, the

will make the =z=truggle of life worthwhile,.
The opening pages of Jree of Man ==t o
images of Australian settlemsnt: & cart,

stringybark trees, a dog. After

getting out and rubbing his hand "the man
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ztruck at the side of " Eefor

a hairy tiree.

orezsent any view of
cided, {or complex

several years.

novels written i

It 1is

reputation.

calle "the "Great

to discover the

ry and  the poetry
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neopl

wli?” z0 "tried

ich ig also

there,

cosm of the bhistory
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mnamend , the task of zettlemernt has begun with the first act ot

grow, until finally the bush clearing becomes a garden where the
old man sits in an outer subuwrb of metropolitan  Sydney. The

mournds of His lifte’s movement hawve
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Europe which take +from him his  youth, the city which takes his
children from him, ancd the river to the west which 1in  its
floading gives him intimatiocons of mortality and infinity. Yet
within theze limits he comes to recognize God, First im the rain
and eventually in a gob of spittle, and to leave as legacy to his
grandchild the knowledge that "in the end there were the trees .
. » So that, in the end., there was no end." (p.4%3%)

Mozt histories present  the story of white settlement in

L o

Australia a narrative of elither victory, defeat or sndurance.

Mear, and

zubdue natuwre to build prosperity,

sucoumb o the hrutalities of socliety and the environment, or

build a demooracy as & bulwark against an untorgiving nature

Fackh of &

appaars 1n The Tres of Man. The PFParkerszs

do achisve  a measwres of ovrosperity, but the city which grows
around  them is portiraved as a symptom of the sickneszs of  the
humarn  souwl that the settlers have krought to this new country.

On the other hand, the 0" Dowds, OQuiglevs, Feabodiez and the other

-

families who settle around the Farkerzs constitute a  rough
democracy  able to offer physical, and occasziornally spiritual,

support in times of orist

4]

The ending of the novel, however ,
changes the pattern, confirming that the history of the Farkers
ig a part of cyclical, not linear, time. hile thsre has been

change, there has ben no prograss. Individual lives have rizsen



and fallen, Just asz the big housze of Glastonbury has been built
and degtroved. The =zilver nutmeg grater that Amy Farker thought
their Ffirst vizitor had stolen reappears

as 8tan farewells the

1y

last caller he will see. The discovery of the grater ompletes

Amy = cycle of material possession rather
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novel , the trees that challernge him to his 1i4
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still therma at the
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lagt. The cycle is ready to start again. The

ul

wisdom or insight that Stan Parbker has geined he i

n

riot able to

communicate to cthers, sven his wife. If there is no end, there

Mz

)

s been no beginning, and the grandson must start on his own.

In breaking from a linear pattern, White shifts the empha

&

i
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from the hist

rt

v that people make to the history they suffer. To
put 1t i another  way, history is not a battlefield that
challenges hizs  characters to achiove, but an environment that
glves them an opportunity to find themselves. Those who, like

White's own family, try fo control history, ingvitably lose

iy

thenselves. Dthersz, like Amy Farker, are unable to accept their
own recognition that lifte does not keep within expected patterns,
and finish in mere bewilderment, Stan Farlker =succeeds as  he
learns  to give himseld to the currents of his life. When he
starts clearing his land, he cccasionally feelsz  the veed of
‘making that life puwposeful. 04 opposing silence and rock and

tres” (o i) "Anaesthetizad by the future," ‘'possessed by the

demon of purposs {(p.11?, he toils fuwriowsly to make the land his

oW . Eut this zapparent determination to make hi=s gwn history is
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purpose 1z not once he chooses 2o much as one
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own, and "he knsw also that thers was nothing to be



done.

Hea = that where hi

There waz neothing to be d

cell in which he bad been

of  fate, entersd into
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perhaps fate 1
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Thi=s stubbornnesz is & gualit

central figures 1in %

-H

White?

control only over Tl

vinlonaries who bhreaks this ¢

bhefore he finds the truth he

the vislonariss leave others

by their indifference. In

White’=s landowninrg forebears.

White s  breal with

hyroal

1n

the continulty of

mastoral money. Thi=s again 1

Troe of Man. The =

of hiz own family, atter the

the

& vesult of sococial change.
person of Armstrong the butc

making money appear

tan’
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death of S s son Rav. r
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ather than of economic
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which are the source of the n
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as from his othe
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history

changs

cart had =s=topped, he would =stop.
one. He would make the best of this

locked. How much of will, how much

this
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was  pretty

Stan ey shares with the other

e

ctiorn, but it is a stubbornness that
5 own life. The only one of his

le himsel £ broken

seek in making themselves,

behind, and in many brealk them

ases

this,
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qualities

as a linear process reflects

the dominance of Australian life by
z suggested by the exclusions of The

ot Durilgsl begins, like the history

e

dispossesslon

an
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Cl

the OGborigines,

expansion of th

= rather than as

The new middle

asses appear in the

ey who builds Elastonbury tran

Thae rnew forms

shady dealings and sordid
hey are symbols of moral decadence
e. The new manufacturing industries

2l W 1in absent
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experlience iz characterishtic of White himself: "White is not =so
muck a myth—-maker, az an artist who is him=zelf made by mythic

impulses. Symbols create him, and archetypes live through him.

The active, initiating factor iz not mind but imagination.” “
Tacey suggests that our Dwn"eading of White should fellow a
similar principle, and that we should attend to the patterns that
come through the tale and not  to the sxplanations the author

gives Tor them. Following Jungian psvycholeogy., he argues in the

first of his essays in this collection that the dominant force in

Man 1= the Earth Mother, the pzagan goddess whom Stan

Farker serves and who uszes both Madeleine and  Amy for her own
ourposes  bhetore destroyving them, Tacey ha=s arplied a =similar
analvesls to White s other novels, arguing elsswhere® that Voss

is ot oa vislonary rut a victim of the Dodde: whao is served by

Laura, and .,y imn o hizs essay on A Fringe of  Leaves, that Ellen

a halance between the light and darlk forces

that compete within both naturs and her own being.

Tarey s interpretation conflicts with the orthodox reading of
White in terms of Christian mythology of vision achiesved through
suffearing. His attention to the power of myvtholegy within  the
novels undoubtedly explains their compulszsive power, but we may
wonder whether, in trustinmg the tale rather than the teller, he

does  not force their st

twe into his  own oreconceived
natterns. His interpretations are challenged by other writer

thig collection who use apply either soccial or directly Christian

G



torms of aralvsis to
Brian Fiernan establizhsed what have become the standard
interpretations of White's sarlier work. His essay reprinted

here emphasizes the relationship between the vision of individual

the novels and the realities of the =s=ocisties +rom

3

characters

which they come and from which their vicsion ss2ts them aside. He

l'l!

+inds the sigrificance of The Tree of Mam in Stan FParker™=s
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which, "at its end, achievesz its meaning as a totality that
contains  both struggle and dov." He argues however that this

S e

iz won apart from the lives of ordinary pecple and the

precococupations of conteasporary urban society. Voss, by contrast,

brings together, in the related gquests of Yos= and  Laura, the

marallel

arches +for the self in natwe and in societv. It al=so

SINOWS how 1les

points out, the nature of

and  open  to Various

srrnan’ s 0 az an historical novel places it

stern narratives

firmly within the tradition of

gqueast,
whether in search of the social truth of home, the individual
truth of the seld or the vigsicon of the holy grail that transcends

both. The gueszt, the Jjcwney of exploration

u

one part of the

Afustralian legend, the counterpart and necessary precursor of

of the extent to whioch the smbiguity of it=s endings, the

uncertainty of the achiesved vision, renlaces historical linearity

with ewxi

e U G ey pmae me T w, e oo - 5 R,
ential girocularity in gractly the same way as doss the

anding of The Tree of Man. White Fistorical ambition of

10



explorer and settler from the inside, he shares the ambitions of

Yoss  to enter a new country and the pride of achievement 1n the

lll

patriarchal Arcadia of Rhine Towsrs, but, as outsider, he alsc

presents these material vaunts as ohstacles to true

4

enlightenment, as mere episodes in the recuwring drama of  human
struggle against iteslt. The elusive figures of the last chapter
bring no sense of =snding.

Michael Wilding agrees with Kiernan that White s work belong
in  the modern rather tham the realist tradition. Given that so
many of his themes are taken divrectly $rom the history of
Australlian exploration, land settlement and exploration, this may

Zeem SWprising. Wilding however points out that one measuwe of

White =z success i1s the extent to which he has

“
-+
+

aced the sarlier
tradition of realist writing that took this history as  1ts

subiect  matter. White, takimng the same themes, readuces the

specitic detail, employing instead generalized impressions of
countryside o city  that serves as images suggesting stales of
mind. His work stresses the deviant, the person who shocks
socliety by refusing its values, but he provides no alternmative to

the soccisty he relects. Even when, az in Riders in the Chariost,

he appsars o take up swuch a contemporary political issue as the

holocaust, hizs work betrays a contempt for the bourgecis and @

fear of the rather than a sympathy with the vi
history. This i=s consistent with the modernist practice of art
as rapresenting nothing but itzels.

Yot DVEN 1+ White’ s novels do not seek to record zocial

- 1 - O, 5ot - LA oy —
reality, Lhey camnnot avolid social issues,
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them as records of guests for a desper  and richer sense af

reality than can even be envisaged 2z a possibility by ordinary
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mortals. The everyday concerns of society can enly obscure this
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further vision, Howewver, his portraval cof the role

i
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[wh

Ve b b4
womern 1 these visionary guests raises the izsue of whether they
have the capacity te achieve this vision for themsalves or

whether they merely serve as agents to assist the growth of th
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male characters=. Certainly, Theodora Goodman bslong:s
visionaries, but her androgynous status makes her a doubtful
casze. Yet, although the women in the novels under consideration
in this collesction have some similarly androgynous gualities, all
tow heroines are challenged to atfirm their feminine gqualities,
and their portrayal, Bliss argues, shows a progressive increase
in White”® petimation of women's capacity for exploration and
anlightenmant. Amy Farbker may remain enmeshed in the material,

but Ellen Bluvas, latayr Roxburgh, not anly achieves her vision

but Lrings 1t hack into  communal life. Al though Hliss
ackrnowledges Tacey s interpretations, hoer approach gwes less  to
pevehology that toe  Joseph Campbell’s mythology. Fundameantally
she =sees  the charechers asg challenged to sexplore  their  own

nevohes rather than to swrender to forces bevond themselves

Despnite their difference in approach,

y her readinrg of A

Fringe of Leaves cones close to Tacev's, emphasizing Hllen’
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acceptance of the twe sides of her

In her study of Yoss, Joan Newman, like David Tacey, draws on
nevochaology and mythology o explain the symbeolic natterns
underlying the fiction. Mewman, however, examines the myths of
the ouest and of the male hero slavirng his father, rathesr than
those of service to the Goddess. Father than opposinrg these
older myths to Christianity, she sses them =zubsumed in the newer

religion through the hero-figure of Christ. Christian theolegy |



transt ormed such oa
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allegaries of the Christian hero’ = cuest for  truth. In Mewman’®s

reading  of White’ s novel, WYoss assumes thiz role for himseldf

Vozs's guaest, however, is through the inner world of Dante rather

than the outer world of Odysseus. £z a modern hero, he perceives

r

tlese

az leader aof an actual expedition, however, becomes contfused
falssly  with the role of God, and he can reach the end of his

moiritual

L5 pride is destroved by suwftering and

Mawman shows that YVo=ss, and several of his

ave genwinely Christ-like gualities. Similarly,

while Yoss jowneys inte the interior Lawra, in Sydneyv, undergos

Ll Lar Jowrney from the primitive, instinctual Figure of Eve

through sexual awakening to the soiritual powsr of Mary.

Mewmar oo

L exraltation of art for

b own makia,

Lwoown Justificetion, but o az a

ki

and zpiritual disintegration that

culminated in the sscond world war. Im using pagan and Christian

mythology White andeavouwring to recover the unity of the seldf

and the world whiich modsrn lite had lost. While Mewman

o

recognizes that  this unity with  th

= ahsolute that White seeks

through the figurss of Voss and his companions 13 specitic to
wastern culturs,  this doss not deszstroy the relevance of his worlk
T the o+ that culture, although it may reduce its claim

o btrubth to merely one &anong a




character at the eye of the storm and the novel, not as  a
nuesting  hero like Yosz, but in the pattsrn of a Lear to whom
sutfering comes deszpite his arrogant will, Both writers see
Flizabeth as achieving her cwn fresdom within this world at  the
cost  of the enslavement or deformation of her  children, But
whereas Ryan argues that Elizabeth’s daughter Dorothy succeeds to
her powers, Moclulloch finds that both son and  daughtesr  remain

incapable

af the spiritual awarensss that would allow them  to

N

face  the truth of pain in 1d of fragmantation. For hear,

5]
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BFasil rather than Dorothy is the potential successor, but, in the
absence of arny Cordelia to brirg him the love his being lacks, he
i1s  unable to find the cowrage to accept a new oreative role,
remaining locked ingtead into the obsolets role of lLlear.

I+, as McCulloch sugge=sts, Elizabeth Hunter is White's last

attemnnt at an active "super—-heing’, Ellen Eluvas, or Roxburgh, in

A Frimoe  of Loaves, reprezents one of His most successtul

nortravals of the visionary who, like Stan Farker, 1 active in

his o her own Life, but who also allows life to bring its  own

EONS. Veronica Brady suggests that she 1s preasented azs  the

type of complete  human being who attains  wisdom  through  her
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guality of pas This passivity allows White, through the

o

parson of Ellen, to apprehend the powsr of the Aborigines, the
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svcholeogical other of the white civilization into which =zhe has

married, and  which is in the of displacing them from

their land in favouwr of the brutalities of ool
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nowaver , points out that White neither idealizes the Aborigines

2]

nor evades their own capacity for brutality. Rather, he ha

Ellen herseld enter into them, pven Dartaking 1n the rite of

cannibalism. Through this she is able to enter wisdom by the
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Brady

h

a

describes, in the words of Clacde Levi-Strauss, as the full

humanism that puts the world before 1 , life before man, and

the respect for others before self-interest.
rady iz aware of thes oriticizsm that White is merely joining

the neo-colonialists who reduce Ahorigines to a stereotype  that

Fac

enables us  to continue to appropriate them for our DwN DU ROses.

She arguss however that rather than attempting to include the

Aborigines in bhi=z fiction, he wses their distance from us as  a

means of criticizing owr civilization. At the same  tiee, he

shows bhow thiz civilization shares many of the gualities, such

Iy

the reduction of the woman to a commeodity of exchange, that

pt
rt

condemns in Aborigines. She places White’s work firmly in the

I

centre + npolitics  and Ristory while at the same time
R |

recognizing that it cannot be reduced to either. Rather, =she

ar gLE

that he  subie the values of western culture to an

interrogation that reveals {Thair
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the same Time as

u

sting wavs these might be btranscended. Although writing

from & speciftic time in history when traditioral values are

rn:

fragmenting and  even the idea of ithe wniversal i=  under

challenge, hea the way to a new humanism.

do not suggest any single interpretation of
White's fiction, or even any one way of approaching ouwr  reading
of it. They do, however, convey something of the power of h
imagery, the way he forces us to look in entirely new

relationships between pecople and at the land that =sustains ue

HMHig landscapes, whether Australian, Eurocpean or America
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however mere metaphors of the human condition. Rather, they are

an active constituent of
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wastaeland of our cities=s our innsr landscape will be a desert.
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T4, like Ellen Roxburgh, we learn toc give ouwrs2lves to the worid
rather  than to dudge it, dudgement arnd a fuller realization of
Tife will come to us. lLike White himself, we will be empowered

to become both observers and participant

O]

in our own histories.
This i1z the prophecy that White has brought back From his

sxploration of the dezerts and the wellsprings of the human mind.
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