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FOREWORD

‘They call her a young country but they lie, runs the opening line of a not
entirely complimentary but classic poem by A.D. Hope, ‘Australia’. They
do lie, in fact. As an immigrant society Australia is relatively young, dense
though it may be in literary aspiration. But as a crucible for the world’s
oldest culture it is the most antique of the earth’s continents—the first of
lands, a milieu which predates the landscapes and the inhabiting deities
which sparked European sensibility from the Greeks onwards. This tension
between antiquity and the recent is often palpable in Australian writing—it
can be seen in the great modernist novels of Patrick White, and in the poet
Judith Wright’s wonder at her particular inheritance in the magnificent
‘South of My Days’.

But that i1s not the only creative contradiction which will become
apparent in these pages. As is well known, Australia as a modern community
had its origins in a penal experiment. Though other colonial societies might
have had an admixture of convicts, this is the only major society in the
world to derive from a purpose-designed convict netherworld. Our book of
Genesis featured a pre-fallen Adam and Eve, and that pattern remained long
after the end of the convict era—Australia was imagined as a place where
all was reversed and the damned became the rescued. If literature has a
measurable purpose, as well as the immeasurable and imponderable function
it performs for the species, one of the purposes of Australian writing has
been to define this netherworld, this anti-Europe.

The associated irony is that Australia was always a strange place to find
people of Northern European descent, separated from the wellsprings of
their blood and culture by the mass and archipelagos of Asia. And so a further
tension arose, which began with mistrust, arguments and sundry legislated and
induced hysterias, but which involved an increasing embrace of Asia—both
by receiving Asian immigration and by Australia’s increasing engagement in
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the region. Though cultural comprehension of Asia has lagged behind trade
and diplomacy, the presence of Asia is reflected in these pages.

And a few more things that might aid in enjoyment of this collection:
There was a time when Australia—perhaps to distinguish itself from the
republican United States—defined itself as ruggedly and monolithically
British. The reality is otherwise—a most ethnically diverse community
inhabits the country; many claim, the most ethnically diverse on earth.

So within this book one encounters a literary community unexpectedly
diverse, one influenced internally by the nature of the continent, and
externally by the reality of its position on the globe; an English-language
literature arising as far as you could get from European wellsprings of
language and sensibility, and at the terminus of Asia to the north, and with
the breath of Antarctica on it from the south. It was always a place designed
to produce a voice like no other.

The editors have defined this voice in the broadest terms possible. They
begin with the first diarists of the colonial experiment, they encompass
the letters of Aborigines, the poetry of convicts, the journals of explorers
and enquirers, the stories of settlers. They introduce us to the earliest self-
appointed Sons of the Southern Cross, poets of national consciousness, men
such as Charles Harpur, child of convicts. They trace the near-normalisation
of a literary culture in the second half of the nineteenth century, and the
ongoing and tragic discourse between displaced natives and immigrant
society: two cultures plagued by mutual incomprehension but one possessing
the arms to express their chagrin more fatally.

In the nineteenth century, the great voices which would flower in the
twentieth century were born either in soon-to-be emigrant households in
Europe or in one of the states or colonies of an as yet unfederated Australia.
There was the most popularly nationalist Henry Lawson, born in a gold camp
in New South Wales, and a poet of such sublime Blakean sophistication as
Shaw Neilson, born in 1872 in South Australia. The splendid novelist Henry
Handel Richardson was born in Melbourne in 1870, and in the same year
in Sydney was born the fine symbolist poet Christopher Brennan.

Given that Australia acquired in the world—and cultivated for itself—a
reputation for hard-handed rtaciturnity, the lusciousness of twentieth-
century Australian verse found here will break on the reader as a revelation,
involving unexpected lightnings. It is a poetry the reverse of laconic—it
is sensual, mystical and richly colloquial. Nor does Australian fiction tend
towards minimalism. It is more urgent than that, with its sense that there is
so much to reveal.

The apogee of Australian fiction may well have been the stylistic
spaciousness and the piercing gaze of Nobel-Prize-winner Patrick White,
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and of other writers of his generation such as Christina Stead. There was
a lot of what people might call business to be done in fiction, non-fiction,
verse in the mid-twentieth century. Almost as much as in 1788, Australia was
still seen by the world as an antipodes into which immigrants vanished to
live unexplained and unexamined lives. Australian writing sought to define
that condition, to examine those unexamined lives, and—in the ambiguous
way of literature—to celebrate them.

From the 1970s, however, when Australian writing and publishing came
to flourish in new ways, until, like Australian art and film, it was almost
as visible to the community as the game of cricket, the tone changed.
Australians started to engage with the Aboriginal cosmos, as the Aboriginal
poet Oodgeroo Noonuccal wrote her Aboriginal Charter of Rights—'give us
Christ, not crucifixion’. Australia’s geographic Dead Heart became a central
enlivening inheritance. The country became more and more racially diverse
and more and more urbanised; and the American connection and the
realities of Asia increasingly engaged our attention. Post-colonial straining
eased.The voice became more relaxed in its location, more secure and above
all more urban, less dependent on the Australian picturesque. The brilliant
and assured stories of David Malouf are characteristic of a newer writing,
not disconnected from the Australian tradition but without any intrusion
of national questions which occupied much previous literature. It is always
the preserve of writing to deal with alienation. But the issues that arise in
the work of Malouf and other modern Australian writers are not to do with
whether we should feel alienated in what was once a European Hades. Such
questions have all been rendered irrelevant not only by the certain instincts
of writers such as Malouf but by the arrival of new populations whose
experience raises other and probably richer questions.

I was fortunate enough to witness the origins of this remarkable
collection, unprecedented in the breadth of what it offers from both the
ancient and the recent literature of my country.

The idea was proposed at a meeting of the Sydney PEN Centre at
the University of Technology, Sydney, by Mary Cunnane, an American-
born Australian literary agent and former senior editor at W.W. Norton &
Company, whose comprehensive anthologies are in wide use in the United
States. It was time Australian writing was gathered in such a collection, she
argued. Earlier, over lunch with the writer Nicholas Jose, then president of
Sydney PEN, Mary had asked about the Australian equivalent of the Norton.
When Nick said there wasn’t one, Mary said: ‘Let’s do it So the proposition
was hatched, to be taken up enthusiastically by the Sydney PEN committee,
and by others. As a result of considerable effort, the patronage of good friends
and much public support, here is that envisioned volume of treasures.
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The editors deserve praise for having so skilfully found a balance
between disparate presences and for generously including so many voices.
These include our significant expatriate writers, from Germaine Greer to
the dazzling poet Peter Porter. And they manage to provide readers with
a sense, too, that one of the benefits of a literature such as Australia’s 1s
that, despite a massive accomplishment, the room for expansion, or more
accurately for freshness, seems unlimited. The definitive word has not yet
been fully spoken, the canon is not set in place but open-ended. Wrongly
interpreted, this could seem an excuse for what has gone before. It is not
that. It is a celebration of what has happened and an excitement for what is
still possible.

[ am sure this volume is so rich in quality as to instigate in you an
enduring interest in what we write here, in what we tell you of ourselves
and of yourselves, of the fascination of lives lived, and lives still to be lived,
on ‘this fifth part of the earth’.

And now, just start reading.

Thomas Keneally
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