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PREFACE

When the first European settlers arrived in Australia in
1788, two hundred years ago, they came bearing the
civilisation of Europe at that time. According to their social
and educational level, they also came bearing the English
literary forms with which they were familiar—the Bible,
Shakespeare, early romantic poems and novels, and, for the
lower classes, folk songs and ballads. Since many of them
came from London, they also brought a vigorous colloquial
speech that rapidly took root in the new soil. Nothing in their
experience, and little in their culture, however, had prepared
them for the Great South Land, whose indigenous peoples,
fauna, flora and conditions were, to the English perceptions,
strange and inhospitable. For hundreds of years a struggle has
ensued to adapt and develop western civilisation to the
circumstances of the ancient island continent. The result is a
new society: Australia. The story of Australian literature over
the past two-hundred year period has a similar shape. The
forms of expressions of English literature have been
progressively transformed as Australian writers have absorbed
influences from the land around them and the people, events,
values and manners of a growing nation.

On the 200th anniversary of the first European settlement it
is possible to identify a flourishing and distinctive Australian
literature. Because Australia is far distant from the major
English-speaking centres of London and New York, it's
literature has undergone a separate development. For the
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foreign reader, Australian literature offers a special experience
in the discovery of a new society, with it's own history and
characteristics, through a new literature with it's own
qualities. '

The ballads brought by the early settlers, for example, have
had a lasting influence on Australian poetry. They are strong,
irreverent popular ballads expressing a sardonic acceptance of
life’s bitterness. Their tone is echoed by poets such as Banjo
Paterson, A.D. Hope and Bruce Dawe.

On the other hand the romantic novels brought from
England in the early decades came to seem ridiculous in the
- face of the tough truths of life in the new land. Australian
fiction, from Henry Lawson to Henry Handel Richardson and
Patrick White, has been characteristically anti- romantlc
‘concerned with disillusionment.

The bitterness of much Australian writing is alleviated,
however, by a lively, earthy humour, often expressed in rich
vernacular language (as in plays of Ray Lawler and Alan
Seymour) and also a quiet pride in stoic endurance or survival
in adversity. From this quality writers as diverse as Alan
Marshall and Judith Wright derive their strength.

Australian literature has served Australian nationalism by
bringing Australians into a deeper understanding of. their
society. Not all writers have been radical - nationalists,
however, and some of the best—Christina Stead, Martin Boyd,
Patrick White—have been expatriates for long periods. Finally
the internationalism of their literary art, at its best, returns to
the challenging material of Australia. :

Throughout Australian literature is the struggle, the energy,
the anger, the determination to create something new. After
200 years the results are there to be enjoyed. In the 1980’s
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Australian literature is richer than ever.

The present anthology of well-selected examples excellently
annotated provides the reader with a perfect introduction to
Australian literature. Through the authors chosen, the story of
its development can be told. The great writers can be
encountered. The anthology takes. the reader through to a
representative example of contemporary writing—“the state of
the art”—in the work of Murray Bail and Peter Carey. For the
student of present-day Australia, and the Australia of '
tomorrow, the anthology can be highly recommended.

I congratulate the editors on their fine work. 1 wish all
readers pleasure and instruction on their new journey through
Australian literature.

Nicholas Jose
Cultural Counsellor
Australian Embassy
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MARCUS CLARKE
(1846—1881)

Marcus Hyslop Clarke, widely acknowledged as the
gredtest of nineteenth-century Australian Writers, was born at
Kensmgton, London, in 1846, Though the only son of a
successful London lawyer, Marcus Clarke found himself left
with almost nothing when his father died in 1863. Having
distinguished relatives in Australia the young man decided to
_try his luck. in the colonies. On 7 June 1863, the seventeen-
year-old Clarke arrived in Melbourne which was henceforth to

become the centre of his life and work.

" Marcus Clarke led an irregular and often unhappy life.
After arriving in Melbourne he first worked as a bank clerk,
and then took a job as a station hand. He was intoxicated
with his first days as a stockman. However, his excitement
over the out-door life was before long replaced by, his interest
in reading, and he was lured into journalism. He worked for
Angus as a theatre critic, and later edited and published
several magazines. In 1870 he was appointed a clerk in the
Melbourne Public Library and was promoted in 1877 to sub-
librarian. He died bankrupt and almost forgotten on 2 August
1881 at the age of thirty-five, leaving a wife and sik children.

‘Marcus Clarke was a gifted, all-round writer, He was
already contributing sketches to Mel/bourne Punch when he
worked in the bank. He even tried his hand at writing plays.
In 1866 four of his stories appeared in the Australian Monthly
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Mugazine. Some of his early essays on Balzac and Dore
appeared in the Australasian. Later Clarke settled down to
write a topical series on aspects of Melbourne life, high and
low, under the pseudonym of “The Peripatetic Philosopher”,
and a selection of which appeared in 1869 as Clarke’s first
book. Clarke was the first to take the convict system as his
main theme and to focus on its psychological effects. Largely
- based on the records and facts, Old Tales of a Young Country,
collected and published in 1871, and For the Term of His
Natural Life were the product of the author’s effort to reveal
the past shame of the convict system. Yet undoubtedly Clarke
~owed his place in the literature of Australia to his most
famous book, For the Term of His Natural Life.

In 1870 Clarke went to Tasmania with the intention of
writing up Tasmanian convict records. Profoundly ‘moved by
the spectacle of the unutterable suffering which the convict
records offered, Marcus Clarke began to write a serial novel
for ‘the Australian Journal, which spread itself through the
issues of the journal from 1870 to 1872. Much reduced it was
published in book form in Melbourne in 1874 under the title
His Natural Life and was retitled in the 1882 -edition For the
“Term of His Natural Life.

For the Term of His Natural sze distinguishes. 1tse1f from
other fictions of the colonial period in that it is the only major
work of the period not animated by the desire to present an
interpretation of Australia and Australian manners. It is the
author’s avowed purpose in His Natural Life to expose the
evils of convict system. The theme of the novel is injustice
and moral awareness. With his power in delineating details,
Marcus Clarke vividly presented before us a panorama of
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appalling sufferings of the transported convicts in Australia
through the life of the unfortunate Richard Devine, alias

v

Rufus Dawes.

Richard’s life begins happy enough, being the only son and
heir to Sir Richard Devine, a millionare shipbuilder. However,
his fate is altered overnight when Sir Richard learns that his
wife has once been the mistress of her cousin, Lord. Bellasis.
The young man is ordered by Sir Richard Devine to clear out
of the house and never to return. Mishap henceforth follows
the young man and results in his miserable life full of horror
and depravity. The night when he is ordered from home, he
discovers the body of Lord Bellasis. Supposing Sir Richard to
have been the murderer, he does not try to defend himself
when apprehended and is transported for murder and robbery
under the name of Rufus Dawes. Time and again Dawes tries,
but in vain, to prove hi$ innocence and win freedom. Typhus
breaks out on the prison ship Malabar on which Dawes is
transported, and a mutiny is planned by the convicts Gabbett,
Vetch and John Rex, assisted by Sarah Purfoy, Rex’s lover
and nurse to Sylvia Vickers. Dawes thwarts the mutiny but is
reported to be one of the plotting mutineers, this being the
characteristic revenge of James Vetch. Thus Dawes is tried on
arrival at Hobart Town and is sentenced to six years at the
.penal settlement at Macquarie Harbour, of which Vickers is
the commandant. In vain has been Dawes” attempt to win his
release by good conduct. He is replaced into irons for
defending his own life. He gains the reputation of a sullen,
dangerous, half-crazy ruffian. Agonized though he is by the
friendship of robbers and murderers, he is driven by utter
despair to join the attempt of Gabbett and some other
convicts to escape. He is chased and soon retaken and pu{ into
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solitary confinement, In his struggle upward he sinks lower
and lower. What saves him from the abyss of untold despair
and degradation is the appearance of angelic Sylvia.

After failing to kill himself and subsequently to escape
overland, Dawes returns to Macquarie Harbour to find that
another mutiny has been engineered by Rex and that Sylvia,
her mother and Frere, his unrecognized cousin and the new .
sadistic commandant, are among those marooned there, It is at -
this perilous moment and within this little society of four that
Dawes has for the first time in many years a chance to lead a
natural life as a man and to demonstrate his true disposition. .
With tremendous difficulties and the skills he has learnt,
Dawes succeeds in getting the little party to safety.
Unfortunately Mrs Vickers dies on the journey; Sylvia loses
her memory on arriving at Hobart Town and the shameless
Frere takes all the credit and marries Sylvia. Dawes is sent to
Port Arthor for the original escape. With the last glimpse of
hope gone, Dawes sinks even lower and is regarded as a most
dangerous felon, feared by both the convicts and the goalers.
From Mr North, an alcohol addict and a parson with
commiseration Dawes later learns that John Rex has buen the
murderer of Lord Bellasis and Mr North himself the robber of
the dead body.

The whole book is permeated with profound melancholy
and pessimism. Dawes is deprived by death of his last chance
of escape. When Dawes and Sylvia escape from Norfolk
Island, the ship is hit by & cyclone and they were drowned in
each other’s arms. Only at the last moment does Sylvia's
memory return and she recognizes her pood Mr Dawes,

Much of the force of the novel lies in the ‘journalistic’
treatment of materials and the attention to details. Yet the
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author’s technique of setting a scene and building up to a
striking climax is obviously enough. Clark presents and
dramatizes the most dismal aspects of transportation life,
including the homosexual rape and flogging to death of a
young convict, the human tramway and the cannibalism
practised by Gabbett, Vetch and others after they have
escaped from Port Arthor.

However, For the Term of His Natural Life is greater than
the melodrama it contains. The novel is not merely a chamber
of horrors. Along with the melodrama is a sense of moral
awareness, though imperfectly expressed. Richard Devine
chooses to leave home and give up his heirship to defend the
honour of his mother. The son refuses to betray his mother’s
secret. This moral awareness is again clearly seen in how
Rufus Dawes rescues Frere, Sylvia and her mother after they
have been marooned on the coast by the mutinous convicts.
The little society of four is, under the most unusual
circumstances, governed by Natural Law: Dawes, the hunted
and degraded convict, recovers his natural dignity and, on
account of the skills he has been forced to learn as a convict,
asserts himself to rule, while Frere, Dawes’ commandant and
ruler, becomes his subject. Dawes is fully aware that to get
the little party to safety may mean the loss of freedom and
the return of humiliation and suffering for himself. However,
to be true to himself, to his essential goodness, and to the call
of his conscience, he tries his utmost and even risks his own
life to help the others to return. And as a result, he loses the
freedom which he has yearned for all the time and is once
more unjustly punished.

For the Term of His Natural Life, with its detailed
presentation of the appalling horror and evils of the convict
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system, with its psychological insight and with its attempt to
reveal a moral sense, justifies itself as one of the greatest
novels of the nineteenth century in Australia.

By the following extracts it is attempted to illustrate the
points having just been discussed and to justify the arguments
having just been made. In the second extract, the author’s skill
of delineating details, of creating melodrama and building up
climax speaks for itself. In this chapter Clarke created the
appalling horror of cannibalism. After having escaped from
Port Arthor, the convicts Gabbett, Vetch and four others soon
run out of provisions. On the tenth day of their freedom they
began the macabre slaughter among themselves in order to
feed their stomachs. One is killed after another, the weakest
being the first victim. No one survives the horror but the

_strongest and cruelest, Gabbett.

The author’s attempt at offering a moral vision is quite
evident in the . first extract. Though aware what the return
to civilization means to him, Dawes risks his life to catch wild
goats. And with the skin of the captured animals he builds a
coracle. As soon as the little boat is built, Frere becomes a
bully again. Even Mrs Vickers undergoes a psychological
shift: her blind trust in the convict has been transformed into
a patronising kindliness which is quite foreign to esteem or
affection. Dawes is once more pulled back to the cruel reality:
he has built his own prison. Yet there is still a chance for him.
He may go away, wandering in the wilderness like Robinson
Crusoe, leaving these ingrates to their own fate. However, his
moral awareness gets the upper hand and he hastily wakens
the other three lest he should change his mind, and his
sacrifice is by now complete.



FOR THE TERM OF HIS NATURAL LIFE
| " Marcus Clarke
Chapter 16
The Writing ,o.n the Sand

Having got out of eye-shot @ of the ungrateful creatures
he had befriended, Rufus Dawes threw himself upon the
ground in an agony of mingled rage and regret. For the first
time for six years he had tasted the happiness of doirig good,
. the delight of self-abnegation @. For the first time for six
years he had broken through the selfish misanthropy @ he had
taught himself. And this was his reward! He had held his
* temper in check, in order that it might not offend others. He
had banished the galling memory of his degradation, lest
haply some shadow of it might seem to fall upon the fair child
whose lot had been so strangely cast with his. He had stifled
the agony he suffered, lest its expression should give pain to
those who seemed to feel for him. He had forborne retaliation,
when retaliation would have been most sweet. Having all
these years waited and watched for a chance to 'strike his
persecutors, he had held his hand now that an unlooked-for
accident had placed the weapon of destruction in his graép.

@ eye-shot—sight; range of vision.
@ self-abnegation—lack of consideration for oneself or one’s own interests;
self-denial.

@ misanthropy — hatred of mankind.



