
4 The Shift

The sexual and gender struggles in Coonardoo and Haxby's Circus suggest

the direction Prichard's writing was about to take. In her next novel,

Intimate Strangers, many of the elements which have been discussed so far

in this thesis are evident: organicism, tragedy, moralist socialism, rationalist

Marxism, problematic sexual relations, marriage and an ambiguous rape.

All of these elements operate in an overdetermined dialectical process, as

they do in her earlier novels. In Intimate Strangers, however, new

elements are introduced, comprising a new subset of overdeterminants that

contradicts (dialectically) these established elements and, in so doing, alters

them. These conjunctures have compounded over the course of Prichard's

novel canon, to the point where Litimate Strangers comes closest of all to a

state of revolutionary rupture. In other words, this is potentially Prichard's

most politically potent and aesthetically powerful novel. But this close

proximity to a state of revolutionary rupture cannot be maintained. As we

have seen, the concluding chapters of Prichard's novels are significant.

The conclusion of Intimate Strangers provides a revelation. But instead of

taking the narrative even closer to a state of revolutionary rupture, the

conclusion enacts a shift back along the continuum towards historical

inhibition.

4 -4-

The critical heritage of Intimate Strangers is burdened with

biographical and historical speculation. Almost the entire body of critical
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discussion of the novel is dedicated to arguments about its autobiographical

content and anatomy of the events surrounding its composition. Prichard's

son, Ric Throssell, has consistently defended the novel against attacks from

what he calls the "literary detectives."' He asserts that Prichard had

completed a draft of the novel, and that the manuscript was stored in her

workroom at the Greenmount house, before she left on her voyage to

London and the USSR in 1933. 2 In Wild Weeds and Windflowers he

recalls the tension between his parents at the time. In particular, he

recounts the extreme financial, emotional and physical pressure Prichard

was under when she made the decision to travel.3

After her return to Australia from the USSR Prichard altered the

manuscript; but little is known about the original draft. The only indication

we have from Prichard as to its shape is revealed in a letter she wrote to

Jack Lindsay in 1961: "In it [the original manuscript] the husband shot

himself and Elodie, disillusioned :,n her affair with Jerome, seeks to identify

herself with the universal flow of life towards that better earth — whose

`margin fades for ever and forever as we move.- 4 The similarities between

Greg Blackwood's suicide in this early draft and Prichard's husband, Hugo

Throssell's, suicide in 1933 (while she was abroad) are disturbing. They

have become, unfortunately, the basis for a greatly embroidered

speculation, which runs through both academic and popular commentary,

about her motivation for rewriting the novel's conclusion.5

As the story goes, Prichard, afraid that precisely these types of

conclusions would be drawn after her husband's death, rewrote the ending

of Intimate Strangers. The rewriting must have been painful. It is possible

that Hugo had indeed read the manuscript of the novel (originally

I Ric Throssell, "The Stranger Fiction,' Westerly 39.1 (1994): 45.
2 This contradicts Henrietta Drake-Brockman's belief that the novel was only half written
by the time Prichard sailed overseas in 1933. Later Drake-Brockman suggests that any
attempt to discern where Prichard's rewriting took place would be pointless as Prichard
herself "cannot ... recall where she picked up the threads" but acknowledges that she
thought it had been "[Waif-way through." Henrietta Drake-Brockman, Katharine
Susannah Prichard (Melbourne: Oxford UP, 1967) 39.
3 Ric Throssell, Wild Weeds and Windflowers: The Life and Letters of Katharine
Susannah Prichard (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1975) 66-67.
4 Throssell, "The Stranger Fiction" 48. Prichard here is quoting loosely from Alfred
Tennyson's "Ulysses." Alfred Tennyson, Selected Poetry, ed. Douglas Bush (New York:
Random, 1951) 88-90.
5 The more recent speculation on thi: matter was sparked by a combination of Ric
Throssell's biography of his mother W'ld Weeds and Windflowers 86-88, and the mini-
series dramatisation of Intimate Strangers produced by the Australian Broadcasting
Commission which, on Throssell's authorisation, "reconstructs" the novel's original
ending. See also Jack Beasley, A Gallop of Fire (Earlwood, NSW: Wedgetail Press,
1993) 113-114 and Ric Throssell, "The Stranger Fiction."
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concluding with suicide) before he took his own life. In any case, Prichard

changed the ending dramatically, tnd she revised the concluding chapters in

preparation for the new ending. It is difficult and perhaps even

meaningless to speculate further about the biographical background to the

novel's rewriting. It is important, however, to consider the impact which

this rewriting has had upon our critical understanding of the novel.

Many commentators and ci itics have drawn attention to the aesthetic

and ideological incoherence of Ir timate Strangers. For instance, Henrietta

Drake-Brockman writes:

[.. .] although the acknowledged change does not occur until the final
chapter, there is a slackening of tension and perhaps a shift of emphasis
soon after the Blackwoods return from their beach holiday because the
children are ill. A delight in li p ing that vibrates through the first half no
longer communicates itself: possibly this is no more than a logical change
of pace to fit the moods and emotions of Elodie and the mounting pressures
of the gathering Depression; yet the change seems more subtle. Until
then, Greg's point of view is revealed scarcely less than Elodie's: thereafter
he is seen only through the eyes of others.'

Jack Lindsay, in Decay and Renewal, observes "a certain incompleteness."'

Even Ric Throssell admits that the "logic of the novel required Greg' s

death," 8 and Drusilla Modjeska observes that the "ending sits heavily" with

the rest of the narrative and that this denies "the aesthetic unity of the

work." 9 In fact it is difficult to find any commentary or criticism which

does not, in some way, point to a major structural flaw in the nove1.1°

There is little doubt as to why Prichard made the changes and that

they do contribute to the inherent structural and thematic weaknesses and

even (some would claim) the failure of the novel. What is missing,

6 Drake-Brockman, Katharine Susanna, Prichard 39.
'Jack Lindsay, Decay and Renewal (S) dney: Wild and Woolley, 1976) 322.
8 Throssell, Wild Weeds and Windflowcrs 91.
9 Drusilla Modjeska, Exiles at Home . Australian Women Writers 1925-1945 (North
R.yde, NSW: Angus and Robertson, 1991) 238.

See H. Winston Rhodes, "A Ncte On Two Novels: Communist Conversion,'
Tomorrow 11.4 (1938): 343; Ian Reid. Fiction and the Great Depression: Australia and
New Zealand 1930-1950 (Melbourne: Arnold, 1979) 38; G. A. Wilkes, "The Novels of
Katharine Susannah Prichard," So ttherly 14.4 (1953): 220-231; Nettie Palmer.,
"Katharine Susannah Prichard's Latest," All About Books 15 July (1937): 101; Jack
Beasley, The Rage for Life: The Work of Katharine Susannah Prichard (Sydney: Current
Book, 1964) 49; Kay Iseman, "Katherine [sic] Susannah Prichard: Of an End a New
Beginning," Arena 54 (1979): 79; Sharyn Pearce, "The Proletarianization of the Novel:
the Cult of the Worker in Australian and American Fiction of the Depression." Southerly
48.2 (1988) 191; Lindsay, Decay and Renewal 322-323; Veronica I3rady, "Katherine [sic]
Susannah Prichard and the Tyranny of History: Intimate Strangers" Westerly 26.4 (1981):
65-71; Robert Dixon, "Katharine Susannah Prichard's Intimate Strangers: The
Destruction of Mythology," Unpublished. See also Van Ikin, "The Political Novels of
Katharine Susannah Prichard: 2 - The Nature of Man Coonardoo and Intimate Strangers,"
Southerly 43.2 (1983) 217-218.
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however, is a detailed investigation of how the second portion of the novel

differs from the first. We can, of course, make only an educated guess

(based on the tendency, tone, anc, focus of the first half) as to the original

nature of the novel, since no copy of the original manuscript has

survived." In my reading of the novel I subscribe to H. M. Green's

suggestion (discussed in my Inroduction) that the "shift" in Prichard's

writing career occurred within this text. Discussion of the climactic event

of Hugo's suicide does little more than speculate on Prichard's motivation

to make the change. It does not, however, go very far towards explaining

what these changes were or the structure which the rewritten ending adopts.

To explain these aspects of the novel it is important to look at a much wider

historical and biographical picture.

-0	 -O.	-0-

The timing of Prichard's visit to the USSR is crucial. It was in the

middle of the most severe economic depression to ever ravage the capitalist

world. The CPA was recovering from a period of turmoil and was

beginning to acquire new mem pers and a powerful voice in Australian

politics. But, most importantly and least obviously, Prichard's visit to the

Soviet Union took place not long after the April 1932 resolution of the

Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) Central Committee. This

resolution forcibly disbanded the all-Russian Association of Proletarian

Writers (RAPP) and organised all writers into a centralised Union of Soviet

Writers. The timing of Prichard's visit is important in another way also for

In his article "The Stranger Fictior" Ric Throssell concludes by saying "Katharine
asked me once, in 1969, whether I thought she should reinstate the original ending of the
novel. I did not feel that I could ask her to relive the memories of my father's death. I
have never seen the original manuscript. It was not among the papers she left to me.
Perhaps she had burnt it together with all of the unfinished manuscripts and personal
letters that she destroyed. Perhaps it survives somewhere. Who knows?" (49).
Although, as John Hay has observed, mily attempt to reconstruct the ending of the novel
would "have no more than the vaguest kind of authority as a text," the Australian
Broadcasting Commission did reinstate Greg Blackwood's suicide as the conclusion in its
television series based on the novel. See John A. Hay, "Katharine Susannah Prichard::
The Perspectives of Bibliography and Criticism," Katharine Susannah Prichard Centenary
Essays, ed. John Hay and Brenda Walker (Nedlands: Centre of Studies in Australian
Literature, U of Western Australia; London: Australian Studies Centre, U of London,
1984) 66.

146



it just preceded the first congress of this Union in 1934. 12 This means that,

although Socialist Realism as a theory had not yet been declared the official

and only acceptable literary style for writers in the Soviet Union, as C.

Vaughan James has observed, "The Communist Party's [CPSU] attitude to

the artist, the politician's relationship with the writer, was by 1931 quite

clear." 13 In other words, althoug a the theory of Socialist Realism was not

officially adopted until 1934, it was widely accepted and indeed dominant

by the time of Prichard's voyage. It is reasonable to assume that Prichard —

during her numerous visits to and conversations with writers' groups —

encountered the new literary theoi y.

As I have already indicated, there is a widely held view that

Prichard's literary career was compromised by her commitment to politics

and the theory of Socialist Realism, and that her later work is inherently

flawed by a propagandist slant and a didactic tenor. Yet in failing to define

12 During the mid-twenties, a series of Proletarian Writers' groups calling themselves
Associations of Proletarian Writers (APP preceded by various prefixes) were established
in the USSR with the All-Union Association of Proletarian Writers (VAPP) becoming
the united organisation. In 1928 the ail-Russian branch was established (RAPP) and it
became dominant over all of the APPs. From the time it was established it exercised a
dictatorial role determining literary pol icy and the success or demise (both literally and
figuratively) of writers. By abusing nd denouncing its major rivals, the RAPP soon
took on a position of general control over literature in the Soviet Union. When the
unpopular RAPP was dissolved in 1932, along with all other surviving writers' groups,
many thought that there would be a general move towards freedom of expression. In fact
the opposite was the case and all writers were joined together in a single, newly-founded
Union of Soviet Writers. The Decision of the Central Committee was outlined on 23
April 1932 and it justified its choice in the following manner: "'At the present time,
when cadres have had time to develop in literature and art, and new writers and artists
have come forward from the mills, factories and collective farms, the framework of the
existing proletarian literary-artistic organisations [...] appears to be too narrow and to
restrict the serious scope of artistic creativity. This circumstance creates the danger of
distorting these organisations, from means for the maximum mobilisation of Soviet
Writers and artists around the problem s of building socialism into means of cultivating
exclusiveness in closed circles, divorced from contemporary political problems and from a
significant group of writers and artist s who need to sympathise with the building of
socialism." In essence, the aim of the decision was "to unite all writers supporting the
platform of Soviet power and aspiring to participate in the building of socialism into one
union of Soviet, socialist writers with t communist fraction in it." "On the Reformation
of Literary-Artistic Organisations (Decision of the Central Committee, V.K.P. 2.3 April
1932)" rpt C. Vaughan James Soviet Socialist Realism: Origins and Theory (New York:
St Martin's Press, 1973) 120. When the Union was formed the general feeling was one
of relief because of the anticipated cessation of hostility between writers' groups. But
this new Union in fact became a much more effective means of literary control. The
Union, by being all-encompassing, was in a position to employ a sizeable collection of
inducements and disincentives in order to control the literary production of its members.
It had the power to influence the acceptance (or non-acceptance) of a manuscript by a
journal or publisher and was able to withdraw medical, residential or other facilities from
the writer if he or she demonstrated, for example, a lack of political responsibility. See
Ronald Hingley, Russian Writers and Soviet Society 1917 - 1978 (New York: Random,
1979) 195-197 for a more detailed discussion of the operating procedures and structure of
the Union of Writers.
13 James, Soviet Socialist Realism: Origins and Theory 80.
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clearly or challenge rigorously the theory, many literary critics present

inadequate commentaries on its place in Prichard's work. For this reason,

it is important to consider briefly the development of Socialist Realism in

the USSR. The Union of Write' s of the USSR was established by Party

decree on 23 April 1932. The first congress of the Union was held in

August-September 1934. On 17 August 1934, Andrey Zhdanov, a

secretary to the Central Committee of the CPSU, presented the assembled

writers with their first taste of an enforced theory of literary production:

Comrade Stalin has called our writers the engineers of human souls.
What does this mean? ...

It means, in the first place, t ) know life, in order to depict it truthfully
in works of art, to depict it not :;cholastically, not lifelessly, not simply as
"objective reality," but to depict actuality in its revolutionary development.

Moreover, the truthfulness and historical concreteness of artistic
description must be combir ed with the task of the ideological
transformation and education of the working people in the spirit of
socialism. This method of literature and of literary criticism is what we
called the method of socialist realism."

Although other speeches focused on the importance of creative freedom and

competition, Zhdanov's speech was accepted without question as a

Politburo order. 1 ' The statute of the Union of Soviet Writers stated quite

clearly the Union's commitment to the practice of. Socialist Realism.

James suggests that literary history has provided two distinct

hypotheses on the origin of the theory which became Socialist Realism. To

its opponents, he argues, SociLlist Realism is regarded as the cultural

manifestation of Stalinist policy. In other words, it was invented by Stalin,

Zhdanov and Gorky and was inflicted upon unwilling artists in the early

thirties (through the artistic unio 1s). To its proponents, however, Socialist

Realism is a worldwide development in literature which manifests only

local peculiarities. Rather than being a new theory forced upon unwilling

artists, Socialist Realism is simply an interpretation (within a Marxist-

Leninist ideological context) of artistic developments accompanying the rise

of the proletariat in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It is

only that the theory was not named and defined until 1932-1934.16

" A. A. Zhdanov at the First All-Soviet Congress of Writers, 17 Aug. 1934, rpt Maxim
Gorky et al., "Comments on Socialist Realism," Documents of Modern Literary
Realism, ed. George J. Becker (New Jersey: Princeton UP, 1967) 487.
If; Herman Ermolaev, Soviet Literary Theories 1917-1934: The Genesis of Socialist
Realism (Los Angeles: U of California Press, 1963) 143.

James, Soviet Socialist Realism: Origins and Theory x - xi.

148



Socialist Realism soon became the official "style" of Soviet literature.

The problem of defining exactly what Socialist Realism is has been a

difficult one ever since it was first established. The theory is, obviously,

positioned in relation to realism, which evolved from the realist art

movements of the twenties. Yet. as Damian Grant observes: "the word

realism [.. .] must surely be the most independent, most elastic, most

prodigious of critical terms. Nothing illustrates the chronic instability of the

word more clearly than its uncontrollable tendency to attract another

qualifying word, or words, to provide some kind of semantic support."17

Combining the terms "socialist" and "realism" presents an interesting

equation. Philosophically realism was equated with materialism and that is

why it received official party sanction. Edward Brown observes that,

"since the term socialist had a generally positive connotation but no

meaning at all as applied to literature, the meaning of 'socialist realism'

could be worked out in practice and by directive, and would be, in the end,

whatever the going authority said it was." 18 The developers of Socialist

Realism have been described as calculating planners, "engineers of the

human soul," and alternatively as unprepared, emotional revolutionaries

driven by near panic to establish contro1.19

Without doubt, 1933 was the most tumultuous year of Prichard's

life. It was the year she travelled for the first and only time to the USSR

and the year her husband comm:tted suicide. It was also a threshold year

for Prichard's writing, during which the tendency and tone of her work

shifted dramatically towards a commitment to Socialist Realism. Whilst

there is little evidence to prove ihis historically, analysis of the first book

she published after her return, The Real Russia, reveals the extent to which

she applied herself to the theory, and the theory to her writing.

A Travelogue: The Real Russia

In the 1930s a visit to the USSR was viewed as a kind of pilgrimage by

members of the various Communist Parties around the world. Prichard

1 ' J. Damian Grant, Realism (London: Methuen, 1970) 1.
Edward J. Brown, Russian Literature since the Revolution (New York: Collier, 1963)

33. This is an idea which is pursued lbrther by Gleb Struve, Russian Literature under
Lenin and Stalin (London: Routledge, 1971) 256.
19 James, Soviet Socialist Realism: Origins and Theory 42-43.
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regarded her visit no differently. It was common practice for such visitors,

especially writers, to chronicle their experiences and to publish them on

their return. The events leading up to the publication of. The Real Russia

provide an important insight into the production of these chronicles and also

an explanation for what is found within their pages.

On her return to Australia Prichard found herself in a severe financial

crisis and she gladly accepted the offer from the Melbourne Herald to

publish a series of fourteen articles detailing her observations and

experiences of the Soviet Union. The articles were subsequently

syndicated to appear in Western Australia, Tasmania and Victoria. After a

number of weeks of publication, however, the series was suspended by

each of the papers. There was an outcry in the Red Star (the official organ

of the Western Australian branch of the CPA), with the headline

proclaiming "Suppression! Soviet Information Banned — Comrade

Throssell's articles denied publication." 20 It was accompanied by a letter

from Prichard outlining her understanding of the reasons for the articles'

discontinuation. She quotes, initially, from a lettergram she had received

from the Herald:

"The sole reason why these articles were not used," it was stated, was
"that we felt we had given readers as much of one subject as they could
stand, the articles having continued daily for about three weeks." [. ..]

People generally, it seems are interested to hear the truth about the
Soviet Union—but the Press and the Federal Government are afraid for
them to know it.71

This conjecture was taken up by the CPA article: "We know that the Federal

Government exerted its influence on the newspapers publishing Comrade

Throssell's articles, to have them withdrawn." 22 But there is certainly no

evidence to suggest that any o fficial pressure had been exerted on the

newspapers and, as Burchill ias discovered, this accusation caught

government officials by surprise. 23 A week later, the Red Star proudly

proclaimed "Suppression Attacked! — Comrade Throssell's Press Articles to

Be Published in Book Form." 24 In the meantime Prichard had commenced

20 "Suppression! Soviet Information Banned: Comrade Throssell's Articles Denied
Publication," Red Star 1 June 1934, 1.
21 "Suppression!" 1.
22,,Suppression!" 1.
23 Sandra Burchill, "Katharine Susannah Prichard: Romance, Romanticism and Politics,"
dirs., U of New South Wales (Australian Defence Force Academy), 1988, 250.
24 "Suppression Attacked! Comrade Throssell's Press Articles to Be Published in Book
Form," Red Star 8 June 1934, 2. The Red Star continued to report on Prichard's lecture
tour and the publication of The Real Russia in subsequent editions: "Goldfields  Lectures
on 'Soviet Union: Workers Show Great Interest," 27 July 1934, 2; "The Real Russia" 4
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a tour to Perth, Fremantle, Midland Junction, Collie and Kalgoorlie where

she delivered lectures on her travels to the USSR. The Real Russia

appeared in 1934, published by Modern Publishers of Sydney. It was

praised by the Communist press and by Nettie Palmer in All About Books

as being a factual and honest account of life in the Soviet Union. 25 (Indeed,

the volume does present a glowing and exhaustive account of life in the

young Socialist Republic, with eft tpters covering everything from collective

farming to the theatre.) But it received little critical attention otherwise.

As David Carter has observed, Prichard establishes herself early in

The Real Russia as a writer, rather than as a political being. In fact, her

politics are conscientiously concealed throughout the entire twenty-five

chapters. Carter asserts: "her communism scarcely figures in the narrative

arid this is more than a matter of concealing didactic purpose. The point is

rather the privileging of authorship: Prichard writes as an author rather than

a communist, as an individual in the heightened sense that romantic notions

of authorship entail." 26 Within ihe idiom of the text she is a witness and

reporter of events rather than a Communist visiting a Communist country.

Indeed the chapters read very much as journalistic reportage. Of course,

they were originally intended for newspaper publication; but the style also

establishes them as "news," presenting to the reader a Russia that is indeed

"real." 27 As Carter observes, the chapter headings resemble newspaper

headlines: "Comrade Baby and his Mother Have Precedence," "A Woman

Engineer Tells Her Story" and "Social Justice and the Soviet Courts." The

"factual" and "true" nature of The Real Russia establishes it in direct

contrast to the tradition of anti-Communist articles in the Australian press,

which became increasingly prolific as the cold war intensified. In "Ten

Years" Gorky opens his discussion with a reference to the way visitors to

the Soviet Union from Europe often recounted the experiences of their visit:

They tell their story as though they were people with minds of such
exceptional penetration that they require only twenty days or so to obtain a
thorough understanding of the cultural progress that is taking place in a
country with a population of a hundred and sixty million people, a country
with whose past they are little acquainted and towards whose present they
are emotionally inimical. As history has fostered in people the ability to
do and perceive what is bad vs ith greater zest and pleasure than what is

Jan. 1935, 4; "Against War and Fascism: Comrade Throssell Welcomed Home," 15
Feb. 1935, 4.
25 Nettie Palmer, "Katharine Susann th Prichard's Latest," All About Books 15 July
1937: 101.
26 David Carter, A Career in Writing: hdah Waten and the Cultural Politics of a Literary
Career (Canberra: Assoc. for the Study of Australian Literature, 1997) 168.
27 Carter, A Career in Writing 168.
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good, it is only natural that our visitor friends should enjoy stressing the
"mistakes" and "shortcomings" c f the Soviet government, the "uncultured"
state of the Russian people and tl-eir diabolical vices in general.-'

It is this type of accusation, ofter, repeated in the Communist Party press,

which Prichard, specifically or generically, wrote against in the chapters of

The Real Russia.

Jean Devanny, in a letter to Miles Franklin in 1953, implied that

Prichard's voyage to the Soviet Union had not been as rosy as The Real

Russia suggests:

when K returned from Russia she told me of many very bad experiences she
had had. She went on her own, you know, and did not have benefit of the
care given to tourists, nor the conducted tours that I got. And some of her
experiences were very bad indeol. Yet, at a packed meeting one night, with
me in the Chair, with that sweet-serious manner she puts on and off at
will, after praising the country o the skies she said: 'No matter what my
political beliefs are, I would nc.t say one word of untruth about the SU',
etc., etc. Diplomacy! the line!-9

This problematises certain aspects of The Real Russia, particularly its proud

avoidance of the viewpoint of the tourist. Early in the first chapter Prichard

writes:

I did not want to be a tourist in Russia; to have it said that I had made a
"conducted tour," "saw only w hat the Soviet Government wanted me to
see.

The criticism is sometimes made that people who visit the Russian
Socialist Federated Soviet Republics under the auspices of the Intourist
Agency are not free to go about as they wish. But all the tourists I spoke
to, said that this was not

Here Prichard distances herself from potential criticism, that she saw only

what the Soviet authorities wanted her to see. The authorities, she asserts,

do not have any influence over the operation of tours and, in any case, she

was not a tourist. She presents herself as a traveller taking her "own wilful

way" (RR 7). This, as Carter has observed, authorises her as a "tourist

who writes, and writes to be published [.. 1 a seer, not just a sight-seer."31

The credibility of Prichard's assertions regarding her independence is

Maxim Gorky, "Ten Years," Creative Labour and Culture (Sydney: Current Book,
1945) [introduced by Katharine Susannah Prichard] 42.
2) Jean Devanny, letter to Miles Franklin 12 Oct. 1953, As Good as a Yarn with You..
Letters between Miles Franklin, Katherine Susannah Prichard, Jean Devanny, Marjorie
Barnard, Flora Eldershaw and Eleanor Dark, ed. Carole Ferrier (Cambridge: Cambridge
UP, 1992) 345.
30

Katherine [sic] Suzanne [sic] Prichaid, The Real Russia (Sydney: Modern Pub., 1934)
6. All further references to the text of The Real Russia will be denoted in the body of the
thesis abbreviated as RR.
3L Carter, A Career in Writing 168.
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thrown into question, however, as the chapters progress. This immediately

draws into question Prichard's statements regarding tours arranged by the

Soviet Government. There is, for instance, evidence that she did often

travel as a part of a group. At one point she talks of the International

Writers' Union as being "her" ulion and on more than one occasion she

talks of visits to arranged events with a "party of foreign writers,"

presumably a group from this union. In Chapter Twenty-Two she recounts

her visit to a Soviet factory to witness the opening of a new production

unit, having received an invitation from the International Secretary of the

Press Club (RR 258). The irony of The Real Russia is that the carefully

reserved authority of its narrator is undercut by the narrative. Nevertheless

this text, and the theory which motivates it, indicates a perceptible "shift" in

Prichard's work.

It is useful to consider Prichard's reportage of "Literary Culture in the

Soviet Union" in Chapter Twenty-One, where Maxim Gorky emerges as an

important influence. In this chapter she heaps particular praise on the

newly formed Union of Soviet Writers, enthusing particularly about the

way it has sought to establish connections between its writers and the

working people of the USSR:

the Organization Committee of the Writers' Union had decided to co-
operate more directly with the industries over which they had taken
patronage. Not only by sending brigades to do cultural work in those
industries; but by urging members themselves to seek in industrial
conditions the forms and forces of a more vigorous technique. (RR 248)

She quotes at some length Gorky's insistence that -[t]he simpler the

language the better" and "[t]rue wisdom always expresses itself plainly,"

and she notes that "[m]ost of Soviet writers accept the axiom that 'truth is

stranger than fiction — (RR 254-255). These are typical of the

pronouncements which would be used to support the official decree of

Socialist Realism in a year or so's time. Indeed, they are fundamental

aspects of the theory itself. The fact that Prichard reported the attitudes of

Socialist Realism with such obvious approval is, I believe, a strong

indication that she must have come into contact with it on her visit to the

Soviet Union, albeit in fledgling ,tnd unofficial form, and that she embraced

it. 32

32 Ferrier argues: "[...] Prichard attended a literary conference at Stanlinsk, in Siberia. In
The Real Russia, she discusses the workers' literary circles and what she saw as
widespread enthusiasm for a view of literary production which was then becoming
dominant. The concept of socialist realism, current in the Soviet Union by 1932, was
enshrined in the pronouncements of Zhdanov at the First All-Union Congress of Soviet
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In The Real Russia Prichard interweaves a variety of different modes

and techniques of expression, apparently haphazardly, into a volume which

defies easy categorisation. In particular, the reportage is problematised by

the use of Socialist Realist devices. The definition of literature and of

literary production is ambiguous in Soviet Socialist Realist theory. Little

distinction is made between literature as art and literature as journalism.33

This may be another example of politicians clumsily legislating for art but it

can also be seen as symptomatic of the effect which Socialist Realism has

on literary production. It requires fiction (or literature as art) to be more

concerned with political and social ideas than with entertainment (as well as

requiring it to be of a didactic nature). Thus fictional writing becomes more

"factual," and reportage (or non-f ction/journalism) tends towards "fiction,"

Writers in 1934." Carole Ferrier, "Jean Devanny, Katharine Susannah Prichard, and the
Really Proletarian Novel," Gender PoiItics and Fiction: Twentieth Century Australian
Women's Novels, ed. Carole Ferrier (St Lucia: U of Queensland Press, 1985) 102.
33 An article by Lenin, written and published in 1905, is symptomatic of the confusion
between literature as art and journalism which is evident in Soviet literary theory. The
article entitled "Party Organisation and Party Literature" was first published 13 Nov.
1905 rpt On Literature and Art (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1967) 24-29. The
document is pivotal to the development of literary theory in the Soviet Union. Lenin
advocates the development of a party literature, which in this context referred to
newspapers and journals as well as Belles-Lettres, that would become "a part of the
common cause of the proletariat, 'a cog and screw' of one single great Social-democratic
mechanism set in motion by the entire politically-conscious vanguard of the entire
working class" (25). According to Lenin, the production of literature facilitates, for the
artist, the optimum conditions for the development of his or her ideological aspirations
and this provides an organic link between the artist and the people. Hence literature
becomes an integral part of proletarian society and a powerful weapon in the struggle for
socialism. In the realisation of a proletarian revolution Lenin forecast that newspapers,
publishing and distribution centres, bookshops and libraries would have to be under party
control. Such a control Lenin considered to be supervisory; to "infuse into [literature]
the life-stream of the living-proletariat cause" (26) and to assist in its escape from the
control of "bourgeois-anarchic individt alism" (27). In discussing party literature and its
subordination to party control he states: "Everyone is free to write and say whatever he
likes, without any restrictions. But ev.ry voluntary association (including the party) is
also free to expel members who use th3 name of the party to advocate anti-party views.
Freedom of speech and press must be complete. But then freedom of association must be
complete too. [...] The party is a voluntary association, which would inevitably break
up, first ideologically and then physically, if it did not cleanse itself of people advocating
anti-party views. And to define the borderline between party and anti-party there is the
party programme, the party's resolution on tactics and its rules and, lastly, the entire
experience of international Social-Democracy" (27-8). Lenin is writing here in terms of a
Party which exists amongst other Parties. How this was to be interpreted when "The
Party" was the only party is significant. It is to this passage that the origins of
Partynost can be traced. C. Vaughan James argues that the repeated Personality Cults
attached to Soviet leaders have stemmed from a strict enforcement of Partynost within the
Soviet literary world: "Opposition to t le Party is unthinkable. The writer must support
the Party and its leaders, and in proportion as one single leader becomes pre-eminent, so
his reflection in the 'press' will grow, and the 'cult of the personality' is born. [...] It is
a direct result of partfinost." This argument discounts the notion that the development of
Socialist Realism in the 1930s was a Stalinist aberration of Leninist aesthetic principles.
Instead, James argues, the essence of Socialist Realism is to be found in Leninist
writings and in particular Partynost. James Soviet Socialist Realism: Origins and
Theory 101.
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presenting events as positive and inspirational. The tendency of both is

towards a central, conflated, semi- fictional or "factional" compromise.

This is amply demonstrated in The Real Russia. Prichard opens her

travelogue with a statement of intention: "I want to write about [the places I

travelled to] in splashes of colour, gouts of phrases as Walt Whitman

would have, or Mayakovski: pa- nt them after the manner of the French

Symbolists, images seething and swarming over each other, as they lie in

my mind" (RR 1). The decision to present non-fiction in an artistic (and by

inference fictional) mode is significant, for it impinges upon the authority of

the text. Choosing to portray her travels in a painterly rather than a

photographic manner, for instance, suggests a less than "warts and all"

approach. The narrative voice very quickly loses its truth-telling

authoritative power.

This is no more striking than in the account of a "chiska" (otherwise

known as "Party cleaning") in Chapter Sixteen. After a brief explanation

and history of the "chiska" process, Prichard records her own observations

of one such event. First comes the story of Comrade Marya Seroshtanova,

an elderly woman who has worked long and hard for the good of the Party.

Comrade Marya concludes her i ale with the statement "It is hard not to

work when there is so much to do" (RR 165). Predictably, she receives an

ovation and as she descends from the stand she is gathered up in the crowd

of laughing, chattering comrades. The second story is of Olya Smirnova.

She tells her story crisply and clearly, but is then challenged by her co-

workers, who accuse her of growing away from the workers, forgetting

those who helped her to become a good engineer and neglecting her

political classes. The Chairman of the Commission moves to question her

"on the programme and policy of the party—stiff questions. Yet not so

stiff that numbers of workers in the audience did not know the answer to

them. They laughed when Smirnova was silent. [...] At first Smirnova

was angry and surprised. Then she wilted. Realised that what had been

said was true" (RR 166). Smirnova then confesses her sins, repents, and

is finally accepted by her comrades. Prichard concludes : "Everybody

speaks her mind at a chiska. Smirnova would go back to work chastened

in spirit, ready to help and encourage the people working with her" (RR

166).

This chapter as a whole provides a good example of Prichard's use of

Socialist Realism. It opens by outlining in minute detail the disciplinary
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measures of the CPSU. That is, it adopts the manner of Ideynost,

articulating political and social ideas of a progressive nature. It presents

repeated images which glorify the se who serve (or denounce those who fail

to serve) the proletariat in the work environment. In other words, it

employs the motif of Klassvost, giving expression to the characteristics of

class in art. The overall structure of the chapter presents the Party as an

organised, fair, vigilant and democratic organisation. In doing so it

subscribes to Partynost, which er courages the expression of Party spirit in

accordance with the objectives and methods of the Communist Party. The

stories in this chapter are ornamented with names, ages, occupations and

locations, giving a local or typical tone. That is, the narrative operates

according to the principle of Narodnost, or the expression of a typical

national style. Each of the stories has an ending which, for the working

people and their party, represents a positive outcome. Finally, each of the

people described is measured against the ideal worker – the socialist hero.

No attempt is made to criticise 1 he practice of "chiska" and no negative

aspect of it is portrayed. Rather Prichard, as the implied autobiographical

narrator, is in awe of the action which takes place around her. The practice

of self-criticism and judgement :3y one's peers is applauded and desired;

and no thought is given to the N alidity of the moral and legal values by

which these judgements are made. The Real Russia is a self-reflexive

exercise in Socialist Realism.

Socialist Realism in Intimate Strangers
Prichard did indeed bring the -very first seeds of Socialist Realism to

Australia in her suitcase in 1933 and she sowed them not only in The Real

Russia but also in the revised manuscript of Intimate Strangers. It is ironic,

then, that the vast majority of commentary on the novel is focused away

from its political concerns – in direct contrast to the bulk of writing about

Prichard's work as a whole. Within it we see the shift from one mode of

literary construction to another. It is my assertion that Prichard became

committed to Socialist Realism as a theory of literary production after the

completion of the first manuscript of Intimate Strangers but before she

rewrote the conclusion. Her inability to apply the theory in her writing,

mainly due to the inapplicability of it to literature set in Australia and aimed
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towards an Australian reading audience, only serves to deflate the novel. In

the first portion of the novel the style resembles that of her early work. The

revised ending sees the tension and energy, previously produced by

contradictions, displaced by a new political motivation. The tension which

renders Prichard's early works so attractive is diffused. Ironically, as I

have suggested already, this shi It ensures that the political potency and

aesthetic value of her work evaporates. Within intimate Strangers we can

see that there is a shift from a narrative which is moving towards

revolutionary rupture to one which moves towards historical inhibition. It

is for this reason that I argue that this novel is, potentially, one of the most

politically important of the Prichard canon.

The main body of Intimate Strangers remains faithful to the literary

and political motivations of Prichard's previous writing. It is in fact her

most "entangled" text. Significantly, the novel embarks on a tragic

journey. By this I mean that in the main body of the novel a number of

contradictory "hamartic forces . ' converge in the narrative and, in their

overdetermination, anticipate a tragic conclusion. Even though this tragic

conclusion is never realised and is displaced in the concluding chapters, the

tragic momentum is unmistakable. The novel's potential "hamartic axis"

encompasses a number of contradictory influences which together form

another subset of overdeterminants. This subset includes incompatible

artistic temperaments, an allusion to Wagnerian tragic structure, the

problematic nature of marriage ar d the influence of feminism.

In addition to this new subset of overdeterminants, many of the

elements already observed in the earlier novels are again evident in Intimate

Strangers. But these elements emerge in this narrative in an altered form.

This is the first of Prichard's novels not focused on a specific industry and

instead set largely within an urlimn environment. The change in focus and

setting necessitates that the established motifs accommodate altered frames

of reference. The implications for the socialist and Marxist preoccupations

in the narrative are particularly significant. For example, the role of work

(especially as it relates to love) loses its secure reference to a specific

industrial realm or a strictly defined mode of production. But other

elements are also significantly affected by the more expansive realm within

which they now operate. The tragic momentum and "harmartic forces" are

no longer accommodated within a protected and contained community. The

change of setting has a considerable effect upon the narrative tension of the
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novel and contributes significantly to its movement closer to revolutionary

rupture.

The movement towards this state of revolutionary rupture is

prefigured by the two epigraphs which introduce the novel. The first, from

Plato, indicates the questing nature of the text: "But do you think it

possible rightly to understand the nature of the soul, without understanding

the nature of the universe?" The second, attributed to Robert Briffault,

indicates a state of crisis: "The international chaos, the social chaos, the

ethical and spiritual chaos, are as3ects of one and the same disorder." 34 In

this way, the novel is introduced as a quest to discover the nature and cause

of disorder within society. But the attitude is similar to that of her earlier

fiction, accommodating a variety of different social and political ideologies.

The first epigraph is oriented in a distinctly metaphysical paradigm,

whereas the second is both social and spiritual. There is no sense of a

distinct, unassailable ideological conviction. Rather the novel embraces a

process of overdetermined dialect]cal exposition.

The overdetermined dialectical process is apparent in the opening

passages of the narrative, whic operate, almost immediately, as Free

Indirect Discourse. The narrative swings between the thoughts of Elodie

and Greg. In his reading of the novel, Robert Dixon alludes to a

Nietzschean influence. He suggests that the narrative establishes an

"underlying tension between the .Apollonian and Dionysian principles [..

revealed in the very different responses of Greg and Elodie Blackwood to

the elemental landscape that surrounds them."35

The extent of Nietzsche's influence on modern critical theory has

been considerable. As Michael Tanner suggests, his work is "a cynosure"

for "post-structuralists and deconstructionists." 36 The nature of his

influence in Australian intellectua and artistic circles has been the subject of

considerable debate. 37
 On the one hand, Vincent Buckley is tempted to

34 
.
K

atharine Susannah Prichard, Intimate Strangers (1937; Sydney: Angus and Robertson,
1976). All further references to the text of Intimate Strangers will be denoted in the body
of the thesis abbreviated as IS.
35 Dixon, "Katharine Susannah Prier ard's Intimate Strangers: The Destruction of
Mythology" 6. Where Dixon employs the term Apollonian, Shaun Whiteside's
translation of The Birth of Tragedy (to which I refer) uses the term Apolline. Friedrich
Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy out or the Spirit of Music, ed. Michael Tanner, trans.
Shaun Whiteside, (London: Penguin, 1993).
36 Mi

chaelMichael Tanner, Nietzsche (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1994) 2.
37

See in particular Noel Macainsh, Nietzsche in Australia (Munich:Verlag Fur
Dokumentation and Werbung, 1975). See also, Noel Macainsh, "Australian Literature
and Europe," Journal of Commonwealth Literature 13.1 (1978): 50-58; Noel Macainsh,
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assert that "if Australian literatu:e has a beneficent grand-uncle, it is not

Karl Marx but Nietzsche." 38 On tile other hand Humphrey McQueen insists

that we must call a halt "to the eniless discovery of `nietzschean pastiches'

[sic] in our intellectual life." 39 It is clear, however, that Nietzsche's

influence on Australian literature has been considerable. As Noel Macainsh

suggests, "[a] European influence can be masked and obscured by a local

talent who is in fact its mediator; accordingly, this source of influence may

not be recognized for its true nature by those who are subsequently

influenced." 40 A close examination of Intimate Strangers suggests that

Prichard was influenced (and perhaps informed) by Nietszche's study The

Birth of Tragedy.

Nietzsche argues in The Birth of Tragedy that the only genuine

artistic impulses are the Apolline and the Dionysiac. These two antithetical

tendencies determine the nature of all art, according to which is ascendent.

All art is either Apolline or Dionysiac or both. The "duality" of the Apolline

"art of the sculptor" and the Dionysiac "art of music" is characterised by

"constant conflicts and only periodically intervening reconciliations."'" In

this way, Nietzsche's arguments are distinctly dialectical. Apollo, as the

bright sun-god, represents the "glorious divine image of the principium

individuationis,"42 (or the principle of individuation) Schopenhauer's term

for "the way in which all our experience comes to us parcelled up,

especially including our awareness of oursel ves." 43 Michael Tanner

suggests that this principle is located, by Schopenhauer, "as the major error

that we suffer from epistemologically – we perceive and conceive of the

world in terms of separate objects, including separate persons." 44 As

Andrew Edgar observes, this grounding of the Apolline in the principium

"Brennan and Nietzsche," Southerly 26.4 (1966): 259-261; Noel Macainsh, "Brennan on
Nietzsche," LiNQ 3.3 (1974): 20-23; Jack Lindsay, "Zarathustra in Queensland," Meanjin
7.4 (1948): 211-225; A. D. Hope, "Hen .y Handel Richardson's Maurice Guest," Meanjin
14.2 (1955): 186-199; Vincent Buckley, "Utopianism and Vitalism in Australian
Literature," Quadrant 10. March (1959): 39-51; Judith Wright, Preoccupations in
Australian Poetry (Melbourne: Oxford UP, 1965). Wright suggests that "the main
stream of European thought and feeling that largely impoverished the life of Australia.
[...T]he blockage of thought and feelin g, the increasing sense of separation from the rest
of the universe, and of the 'death of God' that Nietzsche announced with lament and
triumph, was felt less consciously here, but its effects were even more devestating" (49).
38

Buckley, "Utopianism and Vitalism i Australian Literature" 51.
39

Humphrey McQueen, "When Super nan Walks on His Head," Nation Review 21-25
May 1976, 788.
4°Macainsh, "Australian Literature and Europe" 53.
41 Nietzsche, The Birth Of Tragedy 14.
42 Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy 16.
43 Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy 119.
44 Tanner, Nietzsche 9.
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individuationis "focuses the tension between the autonomous individual and

the socially embodied self." 45 Although the restraint, form and beauty of

Apollo seem to offer a "higher truth," 46 these are mere appearances.

Dionysus represents the collapse of the individual in a state of intoxication

such that "the artistic power of the whole of nature reveals itself to the

supreme gratification of the primal Oneness." 47 As D. Biggins has

suggested, the image of Dionysus recurs often in Prichard's writing. 48 But

in Intimate Strangers it operates for the first time, alongside an Apolline

influence. The tragic consequences of such an interconnection between the

Dionysiac and the Apolline, are central to Nietzsche's argument. These

consequences also figure as a significant "hamartic force" in Intimate

Strangers.

The Dionysiac and Ape Hine influences on Elodie and Greg

Blackwood in Intimate Strangers reflect the dialectical principle employed

by Nietzsche. In the first secti3n of The Birth of Tragedy, he defines

Dionysiac art as non-visual, specifically musical:

the overwhelming power of scund, the unified flow of melody and the
utterly incomparable world of harmony. In the Dionysiac dithyramb,
man's symbolic faculties are roused to their supreme intensity: a feeling
never before experienced is struggling for expression - the destruction of the
veil of Maya, Oneness as the source of form, of nature itself. The essence
of nature was now to find symbolic expression.49

As an accomplished musician, Elodie's artistic temperament is distinctly

Dionysiac. Her name is suggestive of a disfigured melody, which points to

the fact that her promising musical career was derailed by the financial

collapse of her family. She nevertheless retains a strong affinity with music

and is continually and inextricably linked with it. The piano, for her, is a

means of communication, a place of escape, a confidant, an income, a

confessional, a source of absolution and, ultimately, "a part of her" without

which she would be a "lost sou:" (IS 359). Her response to the colours

and textures of the beach environment with which the novel opens is

45 Andrew Edgar, "Weber, Nietzsche and Music," Nietzsche: A Critical Reader, ed. Peter
R. Sedgwick (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995 ► 96.
46 Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy 16.
47 Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy 18.
48 D. Biggins, "Katharine Susannah Prichard and Dionysos: Bid Me To Love and Brumb■
Mites," Southerly 43.3 (1983): 320-331.
49	 •Nietzsche, The Birth Of Tragedy 20-21. Robert Dixon makes the interesting
observation that the dissolving mirage of Rottnest Island which is observed by Greg and
Elodie in the opening pages of Intimatr., Strangers "suggests the Schopenhauren concept
of the 'veil of Maya', associated by Nietzsche in the opening pages of The Birth of
Tragedy with the 'illusion' of civilisation." Robert Dixon, "Katharine Susannah
Prichard's Intimate Strangers: The Destruction of Mythology" 6.
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distinctly dithyrambic, and her response to the music she plays on the piano

is emotionally charged and suggestive of Dionysiac intoxication :

Disturbed by deeper currents, Elodie's derisive humour waned. Resurge
of her own troubled restlessness drove her to the Bach chromatic fantasia
and fugue on which she had worked off many a depression and chaotic
emotion. But its intellectual energy, plaited harmonies, failed to relieve her
tension of spirit. For certain moods, there was nothing but Beethoven.

Lifting the heavy volume of the sonatas, Elodie's hands lingered
prayerfully on the worn binding. The old piano spoke through her fingers.
Page after page of the tight packed script fluttered away. Absolved from
ulterior brooding, her soul loosed its tight petals. She confessed to passion
and despair in the stormy grandeur of the themes under her hands. To live
was to suffer; but to take the si orms of life with exultation, defying the
gods with joy in it all, that was the great achievement.

Chords of the F Minor Sonz to wrung from her, crashed with a proud
violence. The lyric at its core, tising triumphantly, soared and dominated
with its wild sweet song. The dark turbulent floods of destiny might carry
it away: sorrow and despair engulf it, but defiant in defeat, it could still
sing on, inviolate, immortal. (15 98)

The Nietzschean connection also establishes Jerome as a Dionysiac figure

since his immediate response to Elodie playing is, "I think so too" (IS 99).

Elodie and Jerome communicate through music; and their picnic on the

beach abounds with images of Dionysiac inebriation and exaltation.

Nietzsche's reference to "Oneness as the source of form," the source

"of nature itself," is particularly relevant to the characters of Jerome and

Elodie. They share an affinity with nature and the elemental environment

emblematised in the fishing trip of Chapter Eight. Embarking in a dinghy,

Elodie, Jerome and the significantly named Prosper() take a flock of

youngsters spear fishing one eve wing. Unaware of the potential danger of

the voyage, Elodie is warned of the ominous change in weather by the

articulations of the surrounding environment: "a vague soughing, an

inconsolable whimpering, came from the outer sea: trees along the shore

took it up in a murmur of lameAtation. Suddenly it was cold" (IS 155).

Jerome's boat-handling skill and his knowledge of the waters banish

Elodie's fear and she thrills to the exhilaration of their rough ride through

the surf.5°

Elodie's husband Greg has artistic talents which lie within the

Apolline realm of the plastic arts: "engraving, colour printing, wood

50
Jerome and Elodie's fishing voyage resembles the passage from Schopenhauer's The

World as Will and Representation v∎ hich Nietzsche quotes in his discussion of the
principium individuationis: "Just as the boatman sits in his little boat, trusting to his
fragile craft in a stormy sea which, t)oundless in every direction, rises and falls in
howling, mountainous waves, so in the midst of a world full of suffering the individual
man calmly sits, supported by and trusting the principium individuationis." Nietzsche,
The Birth Of Tragedy 16.
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carving, metal work and carpentry" (IS 14). The narrative immediately

establishes a conflict between his Apolline and Elodie's Dionysiac artistic

temperaments. The conflict is emphasised in the introduction and definition

of Greg's approach to artistic production. Once again the mode of Free

Indirect Discourse is employed as the narrative follows Elodie's train of

thought:

That wedge of rocks pressed down on a blank there with the outlines
Greg cut on a block for one of Iris colour prints: those kingfisher hues of
the sea seeped through her. Bui could any process of painting or printing
ever give them? And blue of the sky, so diaphonous, inebriating? To be
haunted by the desire to recreat,: them, how maddening. You could hold
them within yourself, swoon on them, interpret them in music; but
reproduce them, never. Poor , )1d Greg, no wonder he had torn up his
sketches, folded his easel!

Did he know he would never be able to paint those rocks as they swept
down to the sea? He had tried atain and again. (IS 13)

Elodie's disparaging opinion of Greg's art reinforces the conflict between

them: "Obviously he was only soothing and amusing himself with these

neat patterns, pleasing effects of colour. Liked making knick-knacks. Was

a better craftsman than a painter" (IS 14). Emphasising the "primitive

forms" and the "power and crude grandeur" (IS 14) of nature, she

completely devalues Greg's Apolline artistic construction. Greg, on the

other hand, is able to recognise the forces of Dionysiac intoxication in

Elodie's musical performance, even though he is unable to understand

them: "He had heard her confiding in [the grand piano] with a rage and

misery there was no fathoming" (IS 22). In the face of her artistic power

he is seized by what Nietzsche refers to as a "tremendous dread" which

marks the threshold between the Apolline and the Dionysiac. 51 Indeed,

because of the suspension of reason in her musical performance, Greg

loses his way "amidst the cognitive forms of appearance. '
,52

The conflict between Greg and Elodie's artistic impulses remains

critical to their marital struggle. 5/ As suggested, the synthesis of Apolline

and Dionysiac artistic impulses has tragic consequences. Nietzsche argues

that "by a metaphysical miracle of the Hellenic 'will' they come together

and beget the work of art that partakes of both their qualities – Attic

tragedy. 54 But whereas the generic influence on Coonardoo is classical

51 Nietzsche, The Birth Of Tragedy 16.
52 Nietzsche, The Birth Of Tragedy 16.
53 Both Greg and Elodie find themselves attracted to people who display similar Apolline
or Dionysiac characteristics respectively. Just as we can see that Jerome, like Elodie,
displays Dionysiac characteristics, so oo Dirk, with whom Greg is infatuated, displays
Apolline characteristics.
54 Nietzsche, The Birth Of Tragedy 14.
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tragedy, Intimate Strangers follows more closely Nietzsche's preference for

Wagnerian tragic form. The influence of Wagnerian tragic structure looms

over Intimate Strangers. Even :hough this is not the first of Prichard's

novels to mimic other tragic structures, it contains the most explicit and

self-conscious of these allusions.

This Wagnerian tragic focus operates as a powerful "hamartic force"

which focuses on Elodie and Jerome as tragically doomed lovers and

anticipates a climactic Liebstod conclusion. This signals a departure from

the conflict between Elodie and Greg whose incompatible Dionysiac and

Apolline artistic temperaments the focus of the first "hamartic force" to

influence the novel. The first reference to Wagnerian opera (specifically to

der Fliegende Hollander) is another example of Elodie and Jerome's

capacity to communicate through music and points towards their maritime

romance:

Elodie had a freakish impulse to tell him just what she thought of him.
There would be extracts from Die [sic] Fliegende Hollander among Mrs.
Hartog's airs from the operas, to doubt. She turned over the albums on
the old-fashioned music stand; found an arrangement of the opera with
variations for the piano, and plunged into it, amused at the glib
paraphrasing, thrashing out that music of storm and driving seas, taunting
the man outside with the curse of the ghostly buccaneer. (IS 97-98)

Elodie also ascribes Wagnerian themes to other characters in the novel (IS

98). There is no doubt that Elodie's melodious and flirtatious reference to

Jerome as a tragic Wagnerian hero is ominous. Robert Dixon agrees,

arguing that in her music Elodie "anticipates the inevitable suffering and

annihilation of the heroine which is central to the Germanic interpretation of

the tragic experience."55

Encouraging Elodie to break free from her husband, Jerome

articulates his distaste for ma Tiage with an argument which echoes

Engels' s The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State:

Marriage is a business contract Should be entered into like any other. It
is based on the property relation. If only we would realize that and not
kick up all this sentimental dw t about it. In the days when a man began
to acquire possessions, exclusive right to a female was his only means of
insuring inheritance for his seed. What happens under the marriage laws of
most so-called civilized communities? A woman sells out all sexual rights
in herself for maintenance, a td a man insures to himself a vicarious
immortality through his proge]ty, and the possessions he can pass on to
them. (IS 182-183)

55 Dixon, "Katharine Susannah Prichard's Intimate Strangers" 7.
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Marriage has never enjoyed an uncomplicated position within Prichard's

novels, but respect for it as an inst itution diminishes almost from one novel

to the next. Respect for the institution of marriage deteriorates to such an

extent that it provides the third "hamartic force" which influences the

tragedy of Intimate Strangers. The marriages of the Camerons in The

Pioneers, the Colburns in Working Bullocks, the Watts in Coonardoo and

the Haxbys in Haxby's Circus are each held together by a strong and

capable woman who subjugates herself to the authority of a weak and

inadequate husband. Each of these marriages is reinforced, to a gradually

diminishing degree, by comradeship in work ("yoke-mates") and a respect

for the matrimonial vows. The Blackwoods' marriage is similarly

constituted; but because their story is not set within a specific mode of

production, they are denied consolation and companionship in work.

Greg and Elodie's marriage is deeply and irrevocably fractured. But

as Greg's contemplations demonstrate, frustration has replaced

complacency in their relationship:

Queer business life and love. What it had done to them. They had been 'in
love', Elodie and he ... married. And for fifteen years they had lived
together. Now, they were so accustomed to each other, the gilt was off the
ginger-bread, although they cohabited. Beastly word. Lived as husband and
wife, you understand. An immoral contract marriage, if ever there was one!
(IS 18-19)

Marriage in this novel is distinotly evil. Dirk and Ted's wedding is a

collage of memory that shimmers in Elodie's brain like a hangover. The

wedding march is described as "triumphant," but family tensions threaten to

ruin the day, and there is no doubt that Dirk marries the 'wrong man. Later

in the novel, black and blue with her husband's "caresses," Dirk confides

to Elodie something of the loveless nature of her marriage. The

accompanying smell and sight of rotting sheepskins emphasises the moral

and physical decreptitude of their relationship. The long slow collapse of

Elodie and Greg's marriage and the quick doom of Ted and Dirk's marriage

both convey the sham of an indefensible institution. The violence of

marriage, both actually and figuratively, concentrates on the women.

Sexual consent often occupies a problematic position in Prichard's novels;

and the example of another somewhat ambiguous rape in Intimate Strangers

recalls the events described in Chapter Twenty-Nine of Coonardoo. One of

the most poignant images of the novel is Elodie's body crying tears of

sweat after she has been raped – "violated in some supreme way" (IS 126)

– by her husband.
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The novel's feminist instincts provide the next of the "hamartic

forces" which contribute to the tragic structure of the novel. Like the union

of Coonardoo and Hugh in Coonardoo, the Blackwoods' marriage is

tragically doomed not only by their incompatibility but also by their gender

inequity. On the one hand, the source of the tragedy of their collapsing

marriage lies in the institution of marriage itself. On the other hand, Elodie

is caught in a "domestic tragedy" and she is a female victim in a patriarchal

world. But, unlike Coonardoo, E Iodie has a number of choices available to

her, even though these choices consitute a dilemma. She can choose to

elope with Jerome and disrupt him- stable family environment, or she can

choose to stay in a loveless marriage. It is in this dilemma that the

"domestic tragedy" unfolds. The violence with which Elodie's ambition,

intellect and talent are extinguished by the dead weight of domesticity is

profound. Her feminism is raw and immature, and her anger is focused on

the constraints imposed by the responsibilities of a woman as a wife and

mother, and by her incarceration within the domestic sphere. The novel

attempts to articulate this anger but it lacks an established idiom or frame of

reference, or any other of the fem nist weaponry now available.

The violence of the domestic and matrimonial situations in which

Elodie is caught is emblematised in song:

`More love, or more disdain, I crave
Sweet, be not still indifferent,
Oh, send me quickly to my grave,
Or else afford me more content,
Or love, or hate me, more or less,
For love abhors all lukewarmnesi.'

`Give me tempest, it will drive
Me to the place where I should bc;
Or if you'll have me still alive,
Confess you will he kind to me,
Give hopes of bliss, or dig my g -aye,
More love, or more disdain, I crave.' (IS 30)

Although dismissed by Elodie as a "sentimental [.. .] ditty" (IS 30), the

song is nevertheless established as a recurring motif in the novel. 56 A

couplet here, a cadence there: the lyric grows in significance as it articulates

Elodie's frustrations. It buzzes in her brain like a Perth summer fly —

56
have discussed the motif of the Purcell song more fully in my article "Re-writing

Feminism in Katharine Susannah Prichard's Intimate Strangers," Crossing Lines:
Formations of Australian Culture, ed Caroline Guerin, Philip Butterss and Amanda
Nettelbeck, proc. of the Association for the Study of Australian Literature Conference,
July 1995, U of Adelaide and Flinders U (Adelaide: Assoc. for the Study of Australian
Literature, 1996) 208-212.
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usually when her hands are absent-mindedly idle in tepid, greasy dish water

or are busily sorting through the dusty trinkets of her married life. The

domestic binds in which she is caught are reinforced by the bars of the

song. Her life and her identity are lost in the maze of her marriage and

motherhood. Her passion loses direction, momentum and even its goal.

Singing this song, she not only demands strength of passion from others,

she demands it also from herself.

The song (written by Char: es Webbe and set to music by Purcell in

the late seventeenth century) is appropriated from a discourse of libertine

masculine love. Its position in the novel is problematic. Sung by the

woman at the request of her husband, the lyric runs at cross purposes to her

motives and desires and its significance is complicated further when it is

overheard by her future lover. As the refrain settles into the idiom of the

text, it takes on a new and poignant meaning. Elodie struggles to turn the

words and the tune to her own purpose but is frustrated as they refuse to

express her true meaning. The song constantly eludes her. The romantic

lyricism of the verse sings against the forces of her anger, and the cadences

never resolve. The struggle is emblematic of the other philosophies and

ideologies which play within her consciousness – particularly her attitudes

to domesticity, matrimony and the burden of womanhood: "She could not

escape the snare so many centuries had laid for her. The round of female

duties entering into it entailed: tt. e defeat and repression years of habit had

inured her to, sapping her will, keeping her treading the line of least

resistance without thought of her own body and soul in the process" (IS

138-139).

It is Elodie herself who makes the connection between domesticity

and tragedy:

Domestic tragedies are all played out in an atmosphere of low comedy.
[...] There is no heroic satiskction in surviving or being annihilated by
them. No exaltation of misery in drudgery and measles, your face swelling
and discolouring until it looks like a dead blow-fish: about being bad
tempered and preoccupied with all the sordid and ugly details of a small
house and smaller income. Dirty drains, black grease, mosquitoes, flies,
socks that have to be darned.

How could such a glamorous emotion survive such prosaic reality? A
note of rapture soar over so many dish washings and peelings of potatoes,
scouring of dirty floors and emptying of slops? [...] The great lovers of
history and fiction never seemed to be bothered by such considerations. (IS
206)
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Elodie struggles for, individuality, emancipation and, above all, a voice,

and her anger is directed at bonds of domestic and matrimonial

responsibilities:

Was she receding into the background of a life where her husband and
children held the stage, rather i han contend for any individuality of her
own? If she had a mind and soul of her own, why should she not be airing
them as freely and as gaily as Greg and the children? 'Anything for a quiet
life.' It was so exhausting to have to argue about everything you wanted
to do: to defend everything you thought or said. 1...1 She was subsiding
into herself, rather than make any demand for a will and a way of her own.
(IS 81-82)

The images of Elodie as a dead dill which goes "with the tide" (IS 42), "[a]

snail of a woman" (IS 106), suffering with the weight of a house strapped

to her back, a mouse caught in a trap with its back broken and its bright

eyes protruding in the agony of a slow death (IS 195) and, drab and

haggard, framed in a mirror agai :1st a backdrop of garish Chinese lanterns

and coloured streamers (IS 315), combine to give dimension to her

victimisation.

In comparison to Prichard's earlier novels, the intensity of the

feminist anger in Intimate Strangers is remarkable. By its feminist

concerns, the narrative focuses ozi Elodie as a woman, mother and wife, as

a tragic victim of patriarchal oppression. Unlike Prichard's previous strong

female characters who thrive on domestic responsibilities, Elodie is

physically and emotionally weakened by them. The matrimonial

relationship and domestic environment are not havens of financial and

emotional security for her but instead offer only violation and entrapment.

Like Coonardoo and Gina Haxby before her, the forces which

overdetermine the "hamartic ads" on which the anticipated tragedy of

Intimate Strangers turns converge on Elodie. As the Dionysiac element in a

Nietzschean artistic duality, she is caught in an apparently tragic

relationship with an Appoline artistic temperament. The Wagnerian form

suggests that she and Jerome are tragically doomed lovers. This sets her

faltering marriage in sharp relief. and her choice between Jerome and Greg

provides the tragic dilemma of the novel, projecting her in relation to both

as a tragic victim of patriarchal power. The "hamartic forces" converging in

Elodie as tragic hero clearly anticipate a tragic resolution to the novel. But,

as I have suggested, the conclusion denies these forces and, in effect,

displaces them. The narrative proclaims instead its devotion to socialist

ideology by attempting to put the theory of Socialist Realism into practice.
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Devotion to Socialist Realism in Australia in the early 1930s was unusual in

the sense that the theory was, at this stage, poorly understood, rarely

discussed or practised even within its country of origin. Taking into

account that the theory was designed for application within a post-

revolutionary society, Prichard's project was extremely ambitious – some

would say, foolhardy.

0-	 -0-	 .0-

Why did a theory of literary production motivated by a desire to

produce politically inspiring literature in fact render Prichard's work

uninspiring? How are we to account for the fact that her application of an

inherently political theory produced a novel tending towards historical

inhibition rather than revolutionary rupture? The transposition of Socialist

Realism into prerevolutionary Australia was extremely problematic,

especially when the subject matter became something other than the Soviet

Union. An article entitled "Art Can Be a Front Line Weapon," written by

V. Williams and published in the Communist Review in 1951, gives some

indication of the problems faced by Australian Communist writers

attempting to put Socialist Realism into practice. 57 Williams argues that the

role of the arts in class struggle has been consistently underestimated and

under-deployed. This is primarily "because progressive art in Australia

very often goes no further than critical realism."58 Williams goes on to

outline the role that literature pia), s within Soviet society (in "this new-born

unity of the work of hand and head") as proof of Gorky's theory that

creative labour is the "tap-root of culture." 59 He then asks the question:

"But what of us who have not achieved socialism? Have we the basis

under capitalism to create our own socialist art?" Williams supports

Gorky's proposal that Socialist Realism could only succeed "as a reflection

of the facts of creative labor under socialism." 60 He seeks to equate this

creative labour with a "political, class conscious struggle" in Australia "to

build a revolutionary movement and a revolutionary party to abolish

57 V. Williams, "Art Can be a Front Line Weapon," Communist Review 117 (1951):
924-927.
58 Williams, "Art Can Be a Front Line ik reapon" 925.
59 'Will i am s , "Art Can Be a Front Line Weapon" 925.
60 Williams, "Art Can Be a Front Line Weapon" 925.
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capitalism and create socialism." fl But this amounts to little more than an

endorsement of the same practice that he has already denounced as

inadequate, since the artistic reflection of that attitude is critical realism.

Evelyn Walters, in an article dramatically titled "Close Formalist

Gaps in Art and the Party!" (published in August 1952), reports that artists

were criticised for creating works where the emphasis was "still on the

critique of the old" and was dangerously close to "true bourgeois

realism."62 Walters adds: "This failure to sufficiently indicate the new, [...]

shows how advanced concepts are abortive unless their artistic translation

in paint is also mastered." 63 Th: implications of this argument were not

lost on Evelyn Healy — "[a]rtists do not normally work to definitions!"64

In direct response to Walters's article, she poses the rhetorical question:

How could an artist working in a non-socialist society, insert a socialist
goal into the space-frame of a minting except by some cliche such as a
flag, a sun, a clenched fist or a text? [...]

Moreover in the Soviet Union, paintings of confident workers were
supposedly reflecting socialism, a new society. In Australia, art depicting
confident workers could be reflecting job satisfaction or acceptance of the
system.65

Healy's objections are typical of the anger and frustration felt by many

artists and writers during the late 1940s and early 1950s in their attempts to

apply the theory of Socialist. Realism to their work. Compelled by

determined but ignorant Party leaders (who were, after all, politicians rather

than aesthetic theorists), many w • ters and artists failed in their attempts to

satisfy the demands of a theory which was essentially incompatible with

their social and artistic situation. The large number of disillusioned artists

and intellectuals who left the Party during these years speaks persuasively

of the frustrations they felt.

In 1933, however, Prichard must have been one of the few writers or

artists in the country who knew anything of the theory. The first official

policy decisions on art by the CPA were not made until 1943. 66 Until the

61 Williams, "Art Can Be a Front Line Weapon" 925.
62 Evelyn Walters, "Close Formalist Gaps in Art and the Party!" Communist Review
128 (1952): 242.
63 Walters, "Close Formalist Gaps in A .t and the Party!" 242-243.
64 Evelyn Healy, Artist of the Left: A Personal Experience 1930s-1990s (Sydney: n.p.,
1993) 7.

65 Evelyn Healy, Artist of the Left 9. She points out that "(t)exts at that time made a
work either 'commercial' or 'literary' nd were largely unacceptable in western 'fine' art
until the promotion of pop art in the siKties" (9).
66 See Jack Beasley, Red Letter Days: Notes from inside an Era (Sydney: Australasian
Book Soc., 1979) 173. Beasley observes that these policy decisions on art made in 1943
were the first made by any political party in Australia.
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late 1940s, as Carter has observed, "socialist realism was only one option —

or an array of options within itself — for radical artists." He cites a range of

"possible models for a socially committed realism [.. .1 from Lawson to

Gorky, from Dickens to New Masses."67 Yet despite this range of artistic

approaches and influences available to Australian artists and writers, the

economically desperate period of the early 1930s ensured that progressive

artists and writers were preoccupied with similar concerns. The number of

progressive artistic organisations and associations founded at this time

confirms the common desire to produce artistic work which was didactic in

its purpose and progressive in its politics. 68 These organisations and

associations developed independently of Socialist Realism, but they share a

number of similarities with it. It is not unreasonable to suggest that

Prichard, through her involvement with such organisations or bodies as the

Fellowship of Australian Writers and the editorial board of Australian New

Writing, was instrumental in the dispersal of the theory of Socialist Realism

(as a set of codified literary guiielines) amongst Australian writers and

artists during these artistically active Depression years.

67 David Carter, "Documenting and Criticising Society," Australian Literary Studies 13.4
(1988): 378.
68 The Workers' Art Clubs which begin in 1931, and the Writers' League which was
established in 1935 and amalgamated with the Fellowship of Australian Writers in 1938
(ten years after its foundation) are typical of the organisations which emerged during this
period. In addition, the publication of the one and only issue of Strife in October 1930
expresses, as Carter asserts, "a radical impulse towards documentary writing, a break with
all prior literary traditions, and a sense of the present as a moment of crisis." Carter,
"Documenting and Criticising Society" 370. The editorial board, which included Judah
Waten and Herbert McClintock, articulates the journal's rather militant manifesto in its
opening pages: — STRIFE' is another force added to the world-wide movement to uproot
the existing social and economic order of chaotic and tragic individualism! [.. .] It affirms
that, as the future belongs to the peoplc, the new form and content must be a proletarian
form and content." Charles Merewethei, "Social Realism: The Formative Years," Arena
46 (1977): 66-67. The sense of social crisis which motivates Strife was, according to
Carter, "a distinctive response to the Depression, international fascism, and then war."
Carter, "Documenting and Criticising Society" 370. Charles Merewether itemises the
editors' approach to artistic production as follows: "the art must be positive in its
outlook and in its depiction of the struggle, concerned not only with the realism of
portrayal of the conditions but also in describing a triumphant future. Hence critical
realism was necessarily a transitional alt categorized by the left as defeatist and therefore
of limited value." Merewether, "Social Realism: The Formative Years" 68. Its
philosophical foundations bear a strong resemblance to Socialist Realism.
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As Ian Reid demonstrates, the Great Depression had a considerable

impact on artists and writers in Australia during the early 1930s. Henrietta

Drake-Brockman suggests that. as the "tensions and miseries of the

Depression increased and spread," Prichard's "belief in Communist

philosophies" was strengthened. 69 This political conviction is very apparent

in Intimate Strangers. The narrative is sarcastic in its depiction of

opportunistic capitalist employers during the war years:

At the outbreak of war [...n o one could say that [George Pigott] had
not held his corner of the Empire with perspicacity and enthusiasm. He
had brought pressure to bear on any young man in his employment who
seemed disinclined to fight for his king and country, or freedom and
democracy, whichever reason hr ppened to prevail for the moment; and he
had filled the places of the men who enlisted with girls, at half the wages
of men they replaced, enabling the firm to carry on and pay dividends
throughout these difficult years.

Later, he had caused an impressive Honour Board to be erected in the
main hall of the company's premises, inscribed in gilt letters with the
names of men who had left the employment of Morrow-Pigott, largely
upon Mr. Pigott's indication of their solemn and sacred duty in the matter.
A star identified those who would never return to embarrass the firm by
demands for reinstatement in their pre-war jobs. Mr. Pigott was of the
opinion that those who did showed an extraordinary lack of consideration
for the inconvenience their applications caused him. Greg Blackwood was
one of these. (IS 201)

The desperation during the Depression touches the Blackwoods' lives when

Greg loses his job and is unable to find another. This event places even

further strain on their relationship and, in so doing, adds to the

overdetermined tragic dimension of the novel. But, as is the case for each

of the other "hamartic forces," the potentially tragic nature of the event is

never realised. Instead, the hope offered by a rationalist socialist ideology

averts the novel's tragic resolutior .

As in Prichard's earlier novels, a single male character initiates and

guides the radical political activity in Intimate Strangers. An "out-and-out

Bolshevik" (IS 60), Tony Maretti is quickly established as a socialist hero

in the narrative. Like Mark Smith in Working Bullocks, Maretti is an

evangel for the cause of Communism; but unlike him he is not directly

involved in industrial political agitation. Instead, Maretti's work is with the

unemployed, and he does not suffer the disappointment of defeat in the

same way as Smith.

Chapter Nineteen of the novel is almost completely dedicated to the

reporting of events at a meeting of the unemployed. Like the gathering of

69 Drake-Brockman, Katharine Susannah Prichard 37.
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miners in Black Opal, the narrative describing the meeting of the

unemployed adopts dialogic form But its political conviction more closely

resembles that of the "chiska" described in The Real Russia. The style of

this section (some fourteen pages) is quite distinctly different to that

surrounding it, and the prose is wry much in keeping with the precepts of

Socialist Realist theory. This section marks a significant shift in the

momentum and direction of the narrative. Even so, Romantic influences

are not completely absent. In particular the Fremantle esplanade, where the

crowd convenes, has been freshly washed by a rain storm. (The

regenerative and cleansing rain echoes the storm which washes over Deb in

Working Bullocks.) As Elodie and Dirk arrive at the meeting "[a] ray of

sunshine" (IS 282) causes the leaves of the trees to glisten. But this

Romanticism stands in contrast to the rationalist Marxist discourse of the

speakers, reporting on the atrocious living conditions, malnutrition and

suffering of the unemployed. The effect of the meeting is revealed in

Elodie and Dirk's dialogue:

Dirk was staring ahead of her, perplexed and frowning.
`Could you believe it, Elod e, that this sort of thing is happening —

and we didn't know anything about it?'
Elodie was shaken, as if sh y saw suddenly the edge of a pit and the

depths beneath her.
`If it weren't for my music,' she said. 'What would happen to us?' (IS

284)

Elodie, who is by this stage supporting her family by playing the piano at a

dance hall in the city, is horrified by the enormity of social injustice which

exists around her. At one point she sees a man whose back and shoulders

are "[s]o like Greg's" (IS 290) but she loses him in the crowd.

Tony's evangelist role is confirmed when he takes the stage. Elodie

witnesses "a moment of transfiguration" (IS 290) as he addresses the

crowd as "Comrades": "Elodie had never heard the word said like that,

with exaltation, an inflection which made it an invocation and an oath,

carrying love and fealty" (IS 290). The image of a heavenly body, this time

the sun, "swinging" into the sky (or ken) to indicate a momentous event

once again appears and reinforces the significance of his oration. As his

speech proceeds, Dirk loses "her air of a disinterested outsider" and is

"identified with the people about her" (IS 293). Tony concludes his

address with "[a]ll power to the workers and the building of Socialism" (IS

294):
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There was an outburst of repressed excitement, a clatter of laughter and
exclamations, as Tony dropped out of sight. People moved and jostled
against each other as if a galvanic battery had startled them into new life.
Elodie found herself caught in th., surging energy and enthusiasm. [...]

She could see all those shabby men and women, heroic fighters for a
dream world. It was unbelievable what Tony had done to them, giving
them something to hope for, something worth while to struggle for: a
dazzling vision to carry them through years of hardship, misery and
oppression — the terror that lurked in those 'clenched antagonisms'. (IS
294)

The role of politics and radical agitation in the novel is more prominent

from this moment on, as the revelation which Elodie, Dirk and Greg

experience at the meeting provides the impetus for their conversion to the

cause of rationalist Marxism. It is at this point that the process of

displacement becomes evident within the operation of the narrative.

A great deal of the literary appeal in the main body of the novel comes

from the tensions created in it by the various contradictions engaged in an

overdetermined dialectical process. In addition, the novel's overdetermined

"hamartic axis" anticipates an ine vitable tragic resolution. As we have seen

in Prichard's earlier novels which move close to a state of revolutionary

rupture, much of their heightened aesthetic appeal is derived from the

cathartic pleasure of tragedy. Socialist ideology in the conclusion of the

novel interrupts this tragic momentum by offering "something to hope for"

(IS 294) and in so doing, undermines this cathartic pleasure. In this way

the novel moves towards a state of historical inhibition. Each of the

"hamartic forces" is displaced by a new-found commitment to "the building

of a new way of life that will give everybody a fair deal" (IS 408). Elodie's

role in the tragic affair with Jerome is displaced onto Chrissie who, true to

her motif of Senta's song (IS 98), dies after the bungled abortion of

Jerome's child. Greg's near suicide confirms the displacement of tragedy.

His return "from the shadow of death" (IS 395) initiates an open and honest

conversation with Elodie, where they confront their partnership as "intimate

strangers." They spend a platonic night together "wrapt in a solacing

tenderness and sorrow" (IS 396). In the morning Elodie walks out into the

"garish" sunlight aware that "in her devotion to Greg there remained

something incalculable, intransigent — over and beyond all personal

happiness. Elodie herself did not understand it. She could not argue about

it. It was there. She had been subjugated by it" (IS 396-397). Her

subjugation to the authority of her husband in marriage completely

displaces her feminist instincts.
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As has often been observed, the ideological demands of feminism

were not easily and readily accommodated by the CPA. An article which

appeared in The Communist Fr [day 18 August 1922, written by C.J.S.,

demonstrates the essentially incompatible nature of the two philosophies:

She must realise that as she has been the slave of a slave for centuries, so
the only way to get her freedom is for him to get his; and that she must
join him and help him to win h . s freedom first. She must make one last
sacrifice in her own interest and in his and in her children's; she must bury
her own injustice against man as a sex for ever, and prove herself a fitting
helpmate in the fight, not for one sex against the other, but for their class
in its emancipation. Without her, her man can do little; she can thwart
him at every step, and make his life a burden to him by putting petty
obstacles before his work as a Communist. But with her the ground can be
covered fast [...].70

By allowing the political motivations of the novel to dominate in the

concluding passages, Prichard ha y no choice but to extinguish the feminist

motivations which have been prominent and assertive through all of the

preceding chapters. Elodie's new-found political conviction directly

contradicts her feminist instincts.

With Socialist Realism dominant in the conclusion, Intimate

Strangers produces a positive ending. No trace of the considerable tragic

dimensions of the novel remains in the final pages. Instead we are given

Elodie and Greg cosy on the beach, pledging their mutual loyalty and

commitment, as comrades rather than as lovers. Their marriage has found a

new purpose, not in each other, but in the cause of the working people.

The initiative is his, and she listens passively to her husband's socialist

declaration:

`Walking back to you, Elocie, I got a vision of what she meant. I
understood what Tony was driving at when he talked to those meetings of
unemployed. I got hope ... a feeling that it was good to be able to fight
against this outrageous business of crushing and thwarting hundreds and
thousands of men and women, in order that a few may be successful, have
wealth and luxury. When you think of it, quietly, the whole scheme of
things we've accepted blindly is insane ... and wars are fought for it, the
laws are made to protect it. I'm thrilled with the idea that there's a big job
on hand building this new way of life, and I'm needed to help with the
building of it. It's like being bo yn again.'

Elodie found herself caught up on a gust of excitement. (IS 408)

How can the anger which fuels the tragic proportions of the novel be

dismissed so quickly and easily at the novel's conclusion? The answer is

that the anger is not dismissed; it is displaced. The despair that pervades

70
C.J.S., "Woman's Approach to Communism: A Subjective View of the Problem,"

The Communist 18 Aug. 1922, 2.
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the earlier parts of the novel is transposed into a new key at the meeting of

the unemployed.

The novel's imperfect cadence is emblematised by the song "More

Love or More Disdain I Crave' which is reprised in its final pages.

Promoted to great significance in the earlier parts of the novel, the song is

trotted out at the conclusion only for summary dismissal:

`More love or more disdain, I crave,
Sweet, be not still indifferent.'

Elodie sat up, disturbed by the sense of a debt that would have to be
paid. 'I've sung those words nd meant them, Greg,' she said slowly.
`Some day, I can tell you why but now, we won't grab for personal things
any more ... We'll have something bigger than ourselves to live for.' (IS
409)

The novel builds to a tragic conclusion but then writes over that conclusion

in favour of a happy ending. The feminist nemesis, Dirk, joins Maretti and

they sail off into the sunset to wa g( together as comrades – a composite of

the socialist hero. The communist cause is eulogised as the only true

solution to the problems facing Elodie and Greg: Partynost. The language

and the ideas of the conclusion are those common to the working people

and to the country in which they live: Narodnost. The ideas they proclaim

are in the interest of the workin2. class: Klassvost. And they are ideas

which will serve to enlighten the working people who read this novel,

inspiring them to work together for the overthrow of capitalism and the

proletarian revolution: Ideynost.

Intimate Strangers collapses under the weight of its own second-

order assertions. The main body of the novel thrives with the energy of

contradictions, operating in an ov3rdetermined dialectical quest to find the

answer to the problems of the human condition. But the tension dissolves

in the concluding chapters with the false confidence of a theory or

philosophy which arrogantly proclaims that it has found the answer.
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5 Displacement

Drawn from notes made while in Singapore and Broome, Prichard's next

published novel, Moon of Desire,' revolves around the ill-fortune caused

by a single, luminous pearl. Similar to the motif employed in John

Steinbeck's novella The Pearl, the malevolence of this "Moon of Desire"

can only be overcome by its return to the sea. This novel is widely

regarded as an aberration in Prichard's canon and has received very little

critical attention. Prichard herself dismissed Moon of Desire as "the least

deeply felt of my novels" 2 and Wust a yarn for film production." 3 Ric

Throssell agrees, saying that it demonstrated "little of the 'illumination of

the consciousness'" which she valued so highly and that, as a money-

spinner, it was a "bad joke."4 AltIough it failed to attract Hollywood film-

makers, its specific composition for a popular audience reveals much about

Prichard's understanding of what constituted marketable fiction. Moon of

Desire signals a return to the romance of her earliest fiction; and, as

Burchill observes, in its closure it suggests "that romance is a convention

which reduces and converts the : .abric of life into a simplified, made-to-

measure paradigm." 5 The novel represses, avoids or ignores any

significant politically motivated social comment. Prichard was conscious of

the potentially unpopular nature of ideologically charged narratives,

something which is compellingly significant when considering her last four

novels.

Katharine Susannah Prichard, Moon of Desire (London: Cape, 1941).
z Katharine Susannah Prichard, "Some Perceptions and Aspirations," Southerly 28.4
(1968): 241.
3 Ric Throssell, Wild Weeds and Windflowers: The Life and Letters of Katharine
Susannah Prichard (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1975) 98.
4 Throssell, Wild Weeds and Windflower y 97 and 105.
5 Sandra Burchill, "Katharine Susannah Prichard: Romance, Romanticism and Politics,"
diss., U of New South Wales (Australian Defence Force Academy), 1988, 14.
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Prichard became increasingly active in political and literary circles

during the war years, publishing numerous articles and a selection of short

stories, delivering several addresses, editing a literary journal, taking a

position on the Central Committe,.; of the CPA, giving radio broadcasts and

seeing one of her plays produced. Throughout this period she also made

notes for what would be her last major work. Perhaps inspired by the

critical and popular success of Henry Handel Richardson's The Fortunes of

Richard Mahony, she began work on her own Goldfields Trilogy: The

Roaring Nineties (1946), Golden Miles (1948) and Winged Seeds (1950).

Collectively these three novels constitute a single narrative composition, but

individually they are self-sufficient works each of which has its own place

within Prichard's novel canon.

Published over a period of four years, covering over 1 200 pages and

spanning some fifty years of narrative history, the Trilogy is a substantial

body of work. The sheer effort involved in its production is remarkable

and the impact it had on her canon is considerable. These novels are the

product of Prichard's most sustained journey to gather material. The

"authenticity" of its discourse is explained in her introduction to The

Roaring Nineties:

For several years, I gathered material, living and working on the goldfields,
yarning to old prospectors, and hearing from them of rushes, experiences of
the early days. I read all the old newspapers and almost everything that has
been written on the subject; but the story grew from the reminiscences of
two people I have called Dinny Quin and Sally Gough.6

These two characters are central to the stated aims of Prichard's project in

the Trilogy: "to tell, not only something of the lives of several people, but

to give also the story of an industry" (RN Introduction). Dinny Quin is the

mouthpiece for the political and industrial events of the goldfields but,

equally, he and the story of his industry perform a supporting role for Sally

and the Gough family saga. Sally and Dinny are the central and unifying

Katharine Susannah Prichard, introduction, The Roaring Nineties: A Story of the
Goldfields of Western Australia (Londcn: Cape, 1946). All further references to the text
of The Roaring Nineties will be denoted in the body of the thesis abbreviated as RN.
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characters who, along with the setting, tie the three novels together into a

Trilogy.

In the years after the publication of Winged Seeds Prichard began to

feel the sting of academic criticism. The study of Australian literature in

universities gained considerable momentum during the 1950s; although she

was probably initially flattered by the critical attention of postgraduate

students to her work, she soon became disenchanted. As Throssell

demonstrates in his biography of Prichard, the critical and popular reception

of the Goldfields Trilogy in particular caused her considerable distress.

Prichard articulates her own opinion of the Trilogy in a letter to Jack

Beasley: "But why do people always go on about Coonardoo? [...] Even

Comrade Miles, or Sharkey, they're reserved about Winged Seeds and then

they'll say 'but ah, Cootzardocr Winged Seeds must be my greatest

achievement, the last volume of the trilogy written when I was at the peak

of my political development." 7 But this apprehension of the Trilogy was

not uniformly shared by her critic:;.

As I have suggested, the critical reception of these later novels falls

into two camps: those who unashamedly applaud the novels as the pinnacle

of her literary career and those who summarily dismiss them as Socialist

Realist or propagandist. As John Hay observes:

the trilogy has been [...] a focus of a debate concerning the relationship of
art and politics. Thus, the g( neral complaint against the trilogy has
concerned the extent to which Prichard seems to prefer the exposition of a
Marxist dialectic concerning the goldfields to the demands of developing a
coherent plot and psychologically individuated characters. The increasingly
didactic tenor of Golden Miles (1948) and Winged Seeds (1950) alienated
those critics who had celebrated her earlier works 8

Critics who applaud the novels include Jack Lindsay, who insists that

Prichard "gets into her full creative stride with the trilogy," 9 Muir Holburn

who asserts that it represents "the culmination of [her] work to date," 1 ° and

Jack Beasley who declares it is ;he "luminant focal point in our national

Tack Beasley, "My Unilateral Debate: Katharine Susannah Prichard, Rebel Hero and
Matters Pertaining," Australian Literary' Studies 11.2 (1983): 246.
8 John Hay, "Katharine Susannah Pi ichard: The Perspectives of Bibliography and
Criticism," Katharine Susannah Prich3rd Centenary Essays, ed. John Hay and Brenda
Walker (Nedlands: Centre of Studies in Australian Literature, U of Western Australia;
London: Australian Studies Centre, U of London, 1984) 65.
9 Jack Lindsay, "The Novels of Katharine Susannah Prichard," Decay and Renewal
(Sydney: Wild and Woolley, 1976) 3:24
10

Muir Holborn, "Katharine Susannah Prichard," Meanjin 10. 3 (1951): 240.
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literature."" Those who dismiss the novels include Henrietta Drake-

Brockman who insists that "the ideologist too often pushes aside the

novelist," I2 G. A. Wilkes who asserts that the "trilogy is a monument of

lost opportunities," 13 and Bruce Bennett who argues that in the Trilogy

Prichard's "creative audacity" stumbles into "a dogged and wilful

persistence." 14 The discrepancy between these two positions seems to

indicate that one or both must be founded on false premises.

In any case, the bulk of critical appraisals of these three novels

collapses once again into the pattern of analysis which characterises so

much of the academic research on Prichard's novel canon. As Hay argues:

The trilogy was not the first of Prichard's works to make explicit her
commitment to Marxism and Communism, nor did critical disputes about
it initiate a new development in criticism of her work. There is a
continuity between the didactic sm of Mark Smith in Working Bullocks
and of Sally Gough in the trilogy, just as there is between the apologetics
of The Real Russia (1954) [sic] and Why I am a Communist (1956) [sic].
[...] Indeed, there seems to have been a conspicuous isomorphism in the
ways in which Prichard's achie' ements have been judged by literary and
political groups in Australian society.ls

As Hay implies, a "reappraisal" of the Goldfields Trilogy which offers a

theoretically rigorous and methodologically innovative reading is long

ov erdue. 16 Prichard's later no\ els have been largely ignored in recent

years. Only two critical analyses of the Goldfields Trilogy have attempted

such a "reappraisal."

Brenton Doecke argues that as a work of historical fiction Prichard's

Goldfields Trilogy goes beyond the "populist sentiments and organicist

aesthetics" advocated by the "Popular Front." He compares the "social and

cultural milieu" of Prichard to Georg Lukacs's situation as a critic, and

particularly the 1937 publication The Historical Novel (his contribution to

"the anti-Fascist popular front") 17 . Doecke suggests: "Through

interrogating the radical-national ist tradition, Prichard's goldfields trilogy

Jack Beasley, The Rage for Life: The Work of Katharine Susannah Prichard (Sydney:
Current Book, 1964) 52.
12 Henrietta Drake-Brockman, Katharine Susannah Prichard (Melbourne: Oxford UP,
1967) 49.
13 G. A. Wilkes, "The Novels of Katharine Susannah Prichard," Southerly 14.4
(1953):228.

4 13ruce Bennett, "The Mask beyond the Mask," Meanjin Quarterly 35.3 (1976): 327.
15 Hay, "Katharine Susannah Prichard: The Perspectives of Bibliography and Criticism"
65
16See also Bruce Bennett, "Mask beyond the Mask: Katharine Susannah Prichard" 328
17 Brenton Doecke, "Australian Historical Fiction and the Popular Front: Katharine
Susannah Prichard's Goldfields Trilogy," Westerly 39.3 (1994): 26.
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challenges Lukacs's understanding of the relationship between politics and

aesthetics, echoing (in a modest but nonetheless significant way) Walter

Benjamin's and Pierre Macherey's critiques of Lukacs's work." 18 The

critiques to which Doecke refers (specifically Benjamin' s "The Author as

Producer" and Macherey's A Theory of Literary Production) both challenge

Lukacs's preoccupation with organic unity. Prichard's Goldfields Trilogy,

Doecke argues, "conflicts with her declared support for the Popular Front"

and by implication "the aesthetic ideals promoted by Australian Writers

Speak." 19 It achieves this, according to Doecke, by exposing "the

limitations of the Lukacsian understanding of `realism.- 20 Doecke

concludes:

While this produces an impression of ambivalence instead of a clear
enunciation of an alternative aesthetic, there is a sense of a new beginning
rather than the conformity to exi ernal strictures and closure often imputed
to Prichard's last work. [... Benjamin's] understanding of the "poverty" of
the writer, however, may ultimately prove a better basis for creative
activity than Lukacs's work, just as the goldfields trilogy makes a new
beginning by putting the ideal of organic form behind it.-1

Doecke suggests that the Trilog) resists closure and displays a disrupted

sense of narrative unity, hence enabling the novels to step beyond organic

form in order to establish a new beginning. In the first instance I suggest

that none of Prichard's novels to this point have demonstrated or

conformed to an organic "form" or "unity." But Doecke compares the

Trilogy with the aesthetic and political ideals of the Popular Front rather

than Prichard's own published works. His suggestion that the Trilogy

moves towards a "new beginning" which enables the novels to resist "the

conformity to external strictures and closure" fails to acknowledge the

extent to which closure is already apparent in these works. 22 He suggests

that moments which give a yensi.; of closure in Winged Seeds "say more

about the Popular Front's uneasy combination of working-class ideas and

nationalist objectives than the limits of 'socialist realism. "'23 In contrast, I

will argue that they demonstrate how Prichard conforms to Socialist

Realism to such an extent that it enforces a sense of closure onto her

narratives.

18 
Doecke, "Australian Historical Fiction and the Popular Front," 25-26.

19 Doecke, "Australian Historical Fiction and the Popular Front" 35. The contributers to
Australian Writers Speak, Doecke argues, "exemplify the values associated with the
Popular Front" and they, like Lukacs„ "daim to articulate the values of ordinary men and
women, which they see embodied in literature that is close to the 'people"' (27).
20 

Doecke, "Australian Historical Fiction and the Popular Front" 36.
21

Doecke, "Australian Historical Fiction and the Popular Front" 36.
22 

Doecke, "Australian Historical Fiction and the Popular Front" 36.23 
Doecke, "Australian Historical Fiction and the Popular Front" 36.

180



The other reading to offer reappraisal of the Goldfields Trilogy is

Van Ikin's third instalment in his series of articles entitled "The Political

Novels of Katharine Susannah Prichard." He identifies narrative

contradiction as the fundamental source of these novels' problematic (again

something which is even more applicable to her earlier and apparently

preferable novels). He does, however, make a particularly valuable

observation on the composition of the Trilogy:

Prichard no longer writes to explore certain social problems or to celebrate
a metaphysical vision that Weis hope and dignity for human existence.
Instead, she writes to confirm a set of preconceived judgements, and her
own vision and ideals are often blatantly ignored or contradicted in order to
assert these judgements. Her fi tal works are the products of a mind that
has made its decisions and closed itself off to new or contradictory evidence,
and as such they illustrate the dangers of writing to extol a cause 1...] rather
than writing to explore the issues or vision that might point to the
worthiness of that cause.24

This is consistent with the political and aesthetic conviction which

accompanied Prichard's "conversion" to Socialist Realism after 1933. No

longer, as we shall see, does fle narrative accommodate a variety of

political and aesthetic impulse. Instead it is informed by a single,

prescriptive approach to literary production. Ikin's observation resembles

my own: that the narrative voice in these later novels no longer

accommodates overdetermined dialectical discourse.

The Triumph of Ideology

What does it mean to suggest that the overdetermined dialectical activity

evident in Prichard's earlier novels is displaced within the narratives of her

later works? The Goldfields Trilogy and her last novel, Subtle Flame, still

incorporate a multitude of contradictory elements and influences. But with

Prichard's commitment to a new and profoundly powerful influence,

namely the theory of Socialist Realism, her narratives no longer invite or

even accommodate the overdetermined dialectical process which

characterises her early writing. The demands of Partynost, Ideynost,

Narodnost, Klassvost and the ideal of the proletarian or socialist hero were,

as we have seen, impossible to fulfil within a non-socialist

24 Van Ikin, "The Political Novels of Katharine Susannah Prichard: 3: The Surrender to
Ideology - The Goldfields Trilogy and Subtle Flame," Southerly 43.3 (1983): 296.
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(prerevolutionary) society. Prichard nevertheless strove to conform to

these demands in the composition of her last four novels. In many ways

her early novels reveal her readiness for Socialist Realism. For instance, all

of her novels after Windlestraws are set (almost) entirely within Australia

and display a sense of the national character, hence satisfying the demands

of Narodnost. All are populated with working people and are concerned

with the lives of the working-clz sses (Klassvost), and many applaud the

actions of a proletarian or socialise hero. All are committed, to some extent,

to a progressive and in some cases radical ethos of social reform

(Ideynost). It is the one remaining component of Socialist Realism,

Partynost, which proved to have such a profoundly significant impact on

these later novels. So, in formal terms, Prichard's commitment or

"conversion" to Socialist Realism in these novels, and at the end of Intimate

Strangers, amounts to little more than the application of Partynost or party

spirit. But this new influence profoundly altered the narrative dimension of

her novels. By including Partyrost in her work Prichard was, in effect,

employing a new narrative strategy. More importantly, this new narrative

strategy was ultimately incompal ible with the overdetermined dialectical

activity which had characterised her composition to this point. Although

she emphasised the spirit of the CPA and the CPSU more than the actual

party, she nevertheless proclaimed a single, assured view of human society

and a prescriptive and proscriptive set of solutions to the problems facing it.

Despite the appearance of a card-carrying Communist (Tony Maretti) in

Intimate Strangers, the policies and ideologies of his party are not evident in

the narrative until the rewritten conclusion. There is no mention of

Communists or the Communist Party in The Roaring Nineties, something

for which Prichard was apparently criticised by Soviet Critics. 25 However,

in this first instalment in the Goldfields Trilogy, and even more overtly in

Golden Miles, Winged Seeds and Subtle Flame, the influence of the

ideological and political convictions of the CPA and its principal guiding

force the CPSU are patently evident.

Prichard could not simply present enthusiastic workers and idealistic

industrial settings as her Soviet colleagues could. Instead, she imposed a

rationalist progressive political motivation onto each of the narrative

elements which already comprised her compositional style. The mutual

25
See Prichard, "Some Perceptions Ind Aspirations" 239. Prichard justifies the

exclusion by arguing that she "could not falsify reality. The words, at that time, had no
meaning for people [...] on the goldfield i" (239).
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effectivity of these elements is consequently displaced by an assured

narrative program. In other words, these elements are no longer able to

operate freely or discursively and instead must take their place within a

newly politically charged narrative paradigm. As a result, the dialectical

process operating between the various contradictory elements and

influences is interrupted and displaced by the political ideology which

reflects the philosophy and policies of the CPA and the CPSU.

The result of this displacement is a movement away from a state of

revolutionary rupture towards a state of historical inhibition. What does it

mean for a literary text to "move" in this direction? As we have seen in

Prichard's earlier novels, the movement towards revolutionary rupture is

characterised by an intensifying aesthetic power and political potency. A

movement away from this state, towards historical inhibition, is

characterised by diminishing aesthetic power and political potency.

Specifically, the interruption and eventual displacement of overdetermined

dialectical activity in the narratives of Prichard's later novels mitigates the

dramatic tension which contributes so substantially to the aesthetic power

and political potency of her celebrated earlier novels.

Towards Historical Inhibition: The Goldfields
Trilogy and Subtle Flame
By the time Golden Miles was published, over a decade had passed since

Prichard's first contact with Socialist Realism. Her commitment to the

theory, and particularly the concept of Partynost, in the composition of this

first instalment of the Goldfields Trilogy is not immediately obvious. But

its influence becomes increasingly apparent in the subsequent novels of the

Trilogy and in Subtle Flame. In each of these works the gradually

intensifying concentration of socialist political ideology corresponds

inversely to a diminishing amount of overdetermined dialectical activity

within the narrative. In the progression of one novel to the next we can see

a distinct movement away from state of revolutionary rupture towards a

state of historical inhibition to the point where, in Subtle Flame, the

socialist political ideology overwhelms virtually every aspect of the

narrative construction. By corr paring the components of the last four
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novels with those in her earlier novels, we can gauge the extent to which

the overdetermined dialectical nature of their construction is displaced by

progressive politics.

In Chapter One, I examined Prichard's characters and their

interrelation, and the familiar character types appear once again in the

Goldfields Trilogy and Subtle Flame. Sally Gough, like all of the strong

female characters preceding her, is morally sound, physically robust and

domestically competent. She has an affinity with nature and is particularly

attracted to wildflowers. The Goldfields Trilogy is built around her,

following her life's experience over a period of fifty years from the age of

twenty-two. Like those strong female characters before her, she suffers in

a passionless, frustrating marriage to the Hon. Morris Fitz-Morris Gough

(better known as Morrey or Morris). This relationship is introduced and

most fully explored in The Roaring Nineties. Sally gives birth to four sons

and she has to work to support them. Again, like many of Prichard's other

strong women, she works in the domestic sphere, running boarding-houses

and dining-rooms for the men on the fields. Her husband is lazy, proud

and inattentive, and his financial and emotional inadequacy makes him

extremely unreliable. As Dinny recalls: "He was a lazy hound [...] Morrey

Gough [....] I'd no time for him. He let Mrs. Gough do all the rough work

of the place and keep him: neve: • did a hand's turn to help her. But she

thought the sun shone out of him' (RN 9). Banished from England by his

family, Morris's failures, as a grazier and as a mining investor, compound

his failure as a husband and provider. Both Sally's friends and his own

mates disapprove of their partnersi lip; and even Sally sometimes has trouble

defending him – especially when he abandons her for nearly a year during

the pregnancy and birth of her first child. She is continually frustrated by

his stubborn pride, annoyed by his careless gambling habits and

disillusioned by his blind devotion to gold. The grounds of her continuing

affection and devotion to her husband are decidedly uncertain. If Sally is

the strongest central female character of Prichard's novel canon, Morris is

one of the most inadequate and incompetent husbands.

As we have seen, this kind of relationship between an adoring, strong

wife and an indifferent, incompetent husband is nothing new in Prichard's

novels. There are many similariti es between the Goughs' marriage in The

Roaring Nineties and the marriages portrayed in her earlier novels. To

demonstrate the extent to which the problematic of matrimony has been
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displaced by politics, it is useful to compare the Goughs' marriage with that

of Donald and Mary Cameron in The Pioneers. Both Sally and Mary

respect their matrimonial vows even though they are tempted by sexually

compatible "soul mates" (who, i 1practical terms, are unsuitable). Mary

Cameron is attracted to the escaped convict Dan Farrell as Sally Gough is

attracted to the politically and morally unsound Francisco de Morfe

(Frisco). Both women work exclusively within the domestic sphere and

bear healthy male children. There are, however, significant differences

between the Camerons' and the Goughs' marriages. The reasons for

Sally's loyalty to her husband more closely resemble Elodie's loyalty to

Greg at the conclusion of Intimate Strangers (which, of course, was

composed after the "shift").

The husbands in The Pioneers, Intimate Strangers and The Roaring

Nineties – Donald Cameron, Greg Blackwood and Morris Gough - share a

number of characteristics, the most immediately apparent being their pride.

Donald's pride grows in proportion to his wealth. Although he and Mary

are never "soul-mates" they do share a loyalty as "yoke" or "work mates"

and it is in these terms that she pledges her devotion to him. Greg and

Morris, on the other hand, fall from a great height to a position of relative

humility. Greg, a returned serviceman and capable businessman, finds

himself in the unemployment queues, unsuccessfully gambles the house on

a horse race and is forced to rely financially on his wife to support their

family. Similarly Morris, a titled son of English aristocracy, is robbed of a

bundle of valuable shares (which would have guaranteed a comfortable

future), accepts defeat as a prospector and settles for work as an undertaker

in the goldfields. As a result, Elodie and Sally each share with their

husbands the pain and frustration of working people in a capitalist society;

and they become converts to socialist politics. Neither of them is partnered

to her "soul mate," nor finds companionship with a "yoke mate." Instead

they pledge their allegiance as "working-class mates" to their ineffectual

husbands. The dialectical contradiction between a strong and devoted wife

and a proud yet ineffectual husband generates a dramatic tension within her

earlier novels such that the role of matrimony, feminism and work is

problematised and challenged within the narrative. Previously, Prichard's

married couples were established either through work or love as "yoke

mates" or "soul mates." That ove -determined dialectical contradiction has

been displaced in The Roaring Nineties (as it was in the conclusion of

Intimate Strangers) in favour of ;1 partnership as "working-class mates."
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This dialectical process has clearly been interrupted and displaced by a

distinctly progressive political agenda.

By the end of The Roaring Vineties Sally and Morris's marriage has

settled comfortably within the: r working-class existence. The next

instalment in the Trilogy, GoMe►'? Miles, turns its attentions towards the

romances and marriages of her sons, and in particular to her second born,

Tom. His courtship with Eily can be compared to the relationship between

Davey Cameron and Deirdre Farrell in The Pioneers, and between Dirk

Hartog and Tony Maretti in Intimate Strangers. Like the established

marriages of these novels, the ree younger couples share a number of

characteristics. Deirdre, Dirk ani Eily demonstrate the characteristics of

Prichard's strong female character and each forms the younger half of an

hereditary pair with Mary, Elodie and Sally respectively. In Prichard's

matrifocal universe, the younger women make a better choice of partner

than the elder women: Davey, Tony and Torn are all strong, competent,

attractive and devoted lovers. But again, there are significant differences

between the relationships. Deirdre and Davey become established in a

situation where they own property, parent a single male heir and settle into

a respected position in their local community. But, as we have seen,

although their relationship is founded on sex-love and they are bonded as

"soul-mates," their relationship is not necessarily happier or more

emotionally satisfying than Mary and Donald's. In contrast, both Tony and

Tom are established as positive proletarian heroes, working untiringly for

the cause of the working people. Tony prefers to be recognised as "A

citizen of the world" (IS 44) ar d is "known as a red ragger" (IS 60).

Similarly, Tom describes himsel: as being "on guard for the workers."26

Tom's hungry intellect is fed by left-wing literature and guided by Dinny's

influence:

For the last year or two, Tom had been reading those books which dealt
with the causes of life and the 1- istory of human society. Dinny thought
that Tom, like himself, had been born with a query in his brains. He
wanted to know the why and wh..wefore of things, and was groping for the
answers.

Dinny remembered having taken Tom to his first political meeting.
[...]

Dinny could still see Tom silting beside him and listening to Wallace
Nelson, his boyish face tense and pale, his eyes glowing.

26 Katharine Susannah Prichard, Golden Miles (London: Cape, 1948) 281. All further
references to the text of Golden Milf's will be denoted in the body of the thesis
abbreviated as GM.
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Tom had grown up in an atn-osphere of discussion about the rights of
working men and the social system under which they lived and worked.
(GM 75-76)

Tom takes an active role in union affairs and befriends several local

International Workers of the World (IWW) members (better known as the

"wobblies") including Nadya Owen, a dissident from Russia. Amidst these

associations, Tom's role as a revolutionary figure is assured. For Prichard,

at this stage of her career, it is no longer enough for the principal romantic

male characters to have sound moral and physical constitutions. In Golden

Miles these features are inextr:cably bound to a commitment to the

progressive political ideology and activism of Communism.

Dirk and Eily are both pragmatic and unromantic women. Dirk in

particular, whom Elodie describes as a "beautiful automaton" (IS 51),

shuns the "sentimental slop" of Iljove-making" (IS 56). Her instinctive

and romantic attraction to Tony s apparent from the first chapters of the

novel. The first indication of their plans to run away together, however,

does not emerge until after the rally of the unemployed at Fremantle

Esplanade. It is clear that, having found herself "as much in the soup" (IS

296) as the unemployed people iround her, Dirk comes to share Tony's

political conviction. Similarly, Eily is attracted to Tom both as a comrade

and as a sweetheart. She declare:: "I'm happy just to be with him, and do

anything I can to help. Some of the committee don't understand. They

think Tom and I — well, that we're too friendly: ought to be engaged, or

something. [...] Tom and I have been comrades for years. [.. .] But we're

not even sweethearts" (GM 298).

In Winged Seeds their relationship develops as they face the dangers

of political activism together, especially when "canvassing" for the "no"

vote in the conscription referendum. In many ways, Dirk and Tony, and

Eily and Tom, commit themselves to each other as comrades as well as

lovers: this time their pledge to € ach other as "working-class mates" is as

both "soul mates" and "yoke mai es." They form a proletarian couple and

work together in this capacity unt:l Tom's death from miners' pthisis. Sally

observes: "They've never fallen out of love with each other — and you

can't say that for many people." 27 After his death, Eily and Tom's

commitment to the cause of the NN orking people is not lost. In demanding a

27 Katharine Susannah Prichard, Wingi'd Seeds. (Sydney: Australasian Pub.; London:
Cape, 1950) 100. All further referenccs to the text of Winged Seeds will be denoted in
the body of the thesis abbreviated as W.
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red funeral for her husband, Eily declares: "[Tom's" whole life was

propaganda [.. J. If his death could serve the interests of the workers,

that's what he would want" (WS 102). In both life and death, the

displacement of standard romantic motifs by a political motivation or

momentum in Eily and Tom's relationship is clear.

Once again the dialectical contradiction between work and love is

displaced in their marriage. Eily and Tom's partnership as "working-class

mates" is a combination of comradeship in love and work, unlike Sally and

Morris who are "working-class mates" but neither "yoke mates" nor "soul

mates". In other words, in The Roaring Nineties Sally and Morris's

relationship is a negative one, characterised by the alienation and

dispossession experienced by working people within a capitalist society,

whereas in Golden Miles and Winged Seeds Eily and Tom's partnership

within the working class is a positive one, founded on activism and

optimism. In both cases, the dialectic has been interrupted and displaced by

the narratives' pragmatic political project. But there is a discernible

intensification of political impetus in the second and third novels in

comparison to the first in the Trilo,q.

In Prichard's early novels, lovers and families are driven apart or

drawn together by complex societal circumstances. In the Trilogy,

however, and particularly the last two novels, the moral and physical

fortitude of characters is determined by the nature of their political

affiliation. The political convictions of the characters in Winged Seeds, for

example, which portrays the third generation of the Gough family, do not

necessarily correspond to or reflect the circumstances of their upbringing.

In other words, in these later novels children do not necessarily inherit the

politics of their parents. Doecke insists that this dissociation between

political values and lived experience amounts to a "disjunction." His

assertion that "it is always possible for something of value to emerge from

the clash of ideals, experience and education that the characters undergo"28

suggests a dialectically active family paradigm. Indeed, I argue that

because the political differences in the Gough and Cavan families are so

heavily prescribed and artificially constructed, they in fact inhibit the kinds

of dialectical processes which have such a considerable impact on the

characterisation of Prichard's earlier fiction. In other words, because the

moral and physical fortitude of Pric hard's characters are now determined by

zs Doecke, "Australian Historical Fiction and the Popular Front" 35.
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their political convictions, her cha racters are no longer open to the influence

of overdetermined dialectical processes. No longer does a character's

political conviction emerge logically from the environment and

circumstances of their experience. Instead, these convictions are distributed

artificially amongst the various characters in order to fulfil the requirements

for intra-familial tension. For ins ance, Tom adopts his elder brother's son

Bill after his flighty mother, Am) , runs away with the capitalist scoundrel

Paddy McGahan. Regardless of his bourgeois childhood, Bill matures into

a committed and active Communist. Conversely, Tom's own son, Dick,

shrugs off his working-class herd age declaring: "I hate the workers [...] I

hate the stupid cowardly crawlers. 'Feed 'em and make 'em work for

you,' that's what old Langridge says. And I reckon he's about right" (WS

106). By accepting a position as Chief clerk in one of the corporate mines,

Dick agrees to "sever any connection with activities or political

organizations opposed to the interests of his employers" and publicly

declares that "he wished to dissociate himself entirely from the opinions and

organizations sponsored and supported by his father, the late Mr. Tom

Gough" (WS 107). I regard this as further evidence of Prichard's adoption

of a new narrative strategy in the composition of these later novels. It is a

strategic narrative device, which maintains political animosity through all

three generations of the Gough family saga.

In Winged Seeds the politic it commitment of the Trilogy's narrative

has intensified considerably. The infiltration of capitalist exploitation in the

goldfields has a significant impact on the health and welfare of the working

people. Two distinct and antagonistic classes emerge, leaving little

opportunity for any characters to inhabit the middle ground. A person's

moral stature is measured by the strength of his or her socialist conviction.

Each character is either committed to socialism or collapses into a morass of

capitalist degradation. Villains are neatly positioned against heroes

according to their political persuasions.

In the earlier novels, admirable characters were linked to nature. In

each of Prichard's last novels the influence of organicist principles is still

evident and admirable characters are still linked to nature. But organicist

intimations no longer provide answers to the problems that the characters

face. This is particularly evident in her last novel Subtle Flame. Not

coincidentally, this novel is also the most overt roman a these in the

Prichard canon. Yet it is also the furthest removed from a state of
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revolutionary rupture and the closest to historical inhibition. This work

includes many elements unusual in Prichard's novels. The most obvious of

these is a male protagonist and a predominantly urban setting. 29 Yet even

here organicism remains as a significant motif.

Jolted by the death of his son in the Korean War, David Evans, the

central figure in Subtle Flame, follows a Bildungsroman pattern of political

and moral self-discovery. The moment of his awakening occurs within a

distinctly mechanistic environment. Having resigned from his job on The

Daily Dispatch newspaper David wanders past the printing-presses, which

are presented as "prehistoric rr onsters, capable of devouring tons of

newsprint with lightning speed." 3() But although the alienating and

dehumanising power of machines is condemned, its dialectical antagonist –

organicism – no longer offers a feasible alternative. Escaping the

constraints of the newspaper, David retreats to the country to read poetry

and philosophy. His hands soal bear the imprint of his intimacy with

nature: 'Got a bit earthy!' David spread his lean brown hands. They were

scratched and dirty. 'I hadn't not: ced,' he confessed ruefully" (SF 38). As

in the earlier novels, a close affinity with the earth allows a character to

clear or purify his or her mind. But David's time in the country only serves

to convince him that he should not run away from the problems of the

world:

A man could have a good life if he spent the rest of hi p s days in this
place, he mused. f...1

His mind played with the idea. It would be a reprieve from the racket
and melodrama of existence in a city: to live close to the earth. But could
he? Would his mind be appeased? Would sinking into this solitude,
stuffing his soul with the beauty of trees, sunshine and bird songs answer
the question which had driven him here? How best could a man spend the
rest of his days? [...]

To stand aside once he was convinced of the need to join the struggle
against war and the forces which make for war, would be cowardly. How
could a man have any respect for himself if he failed to obey the imperative
of his own mind and spirit? His imperative, he understood suddenly, was
to reach the people: to know them better so that he could reach their
common sense and instinct for action. (SF 37)

David again uses his daughter's country retreat later in the novel. But the

narrative no longer places its faith in the connection with nature and the

29 T
here are also a number of less ob\ ious innovations, the most important being the

absence of a specific industry or antiHndustry (such as the unemployed movement in
Intimate Strangers) and the dissolut- on of an established marriage in the opening
chapters.
30 K

atharine Susannah Prichard, Subtle Flame (Sydney: Australasian Book Soc., 1967)
25. All further references to the text of Subtle Flame will be denoted in the body of the
thesis abbreviated as SF.
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earth. Dismissing the authority of organicism, Subtle Flame also

dismisses, by implication, the Romantic moralist socialist program with

which it is so heavily associated in her early works. No longer does an

implicit or instinctive connection with nature and the natural guarantee

sound ideological and moral charz cter. David is only able to achieve moral

and emotional satisfaction through the rationalist demands of political action

and agitation. David has read widely and is well educated but (somewhat

implausibly) politically naive. He nevertheless devotes himself to a single

cause – an end to war and the esta )1ishment of worldwide peace.

In fact, David is chastised and at times even pitied for his reluctance

to join the Communist movement, and his stubborn insistence on working

on his own for peace. In this manner, the narrative proclaims its faith in the

inevitability of socialist revolution in Australia. And this faith effectively

displaces the dialectical dispute between two forms of left-wing

philosophical theory embedded in the "general contradiction" of Prichard's

earlier novels.

In Chapter Two I investigated the impact of this "general

contradiction" between moralist socialism and rationalist Marxism in Black

Opal and Working Bullocks. I showed how these different attitudes to

progressive theory, struggling for supremacy in the earlier fiction, come

into direct conflict in those two novels. The contradiction remains in

Pri.chard's later novels. But the c verdetermined dialectical process which

operates through them is no longer evident. This is particularly evident in

the Goldfields Trilogy where romantic moralist socialism has a gradually

diminishing impact.

In The Roaring Nineties Romantic notion of "bush justice" is

evident in the "roll ups," which resemble the "trial" of Michael Brady in

Black Opal. The judicial system is once again presided over by working

men and guided by the natural laws of mateship and a "fair go":

Men on the rush dealt drastically with any violation of the unwritten
law of loyalty between mates. The camp code was scrupulously observed

..]
Now and then, there was a roll-up, a muster of all the miners and

prospectors on the field, to settle some dispute about a claim or row
between mates. The banging of a panning-off dish summoned all and
sundry. [...]

Usually when the men assembled, the aggrieved person gave his reasons
for calling a roll-up. The men elected a judge and the prospectors in a body
acted as jury. The accuser stated his case and brought evidence to support
it. The accused was asked whether he pleaded guilty or not guilty: could
produce any evidence in his defence. The judge then summed up, very ably
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and impartially as a rule, and the verdict was left to the men. A show of
hands decided whether they considered the accused guilty or riot guilty, and
whether the known penalty for infringement of the camp code should be
carried out. (RN 38)

In The Roaring Nineties, just as ir, the conclusion of Black Opal, it is clear

that a reliance on "bush socialism" is ineffectual in the face of capitalist

infiltration and the corruption it brings to the mining community. Even

though the narrative places absolute trust in this process of resolution, it is

only a short time before this "r atural" judicial system is unavoidably

obsolete. The move away from a moralist "bush socialism" towards a more

rationalist, agitational, political organisation is presented as inevitable in the

Trilogy. Not all members of the goldfields' population, and in fact not all

the working miners, are entirely trustworthy. Indeed, a rationalist approach

to political agitation is clearly more desirable than the democratic "roll up"

when unsavoury characters like Paddy Cavan become influential in the

fields. The narrative of The Roaring Nineties does not discard the "roll-

up." Instead it takes on different characteristics to those of the early days of

the fields: "Roll-ups and mass meetings to protest against the new Mines

Act, discussed also the electoral disabilities of the goldfields. The need for

a broader franchise, redistribution of seats, direct labour representation and

payment of members, was asserts d" (RN 320). "Roll-ups" change from a

forum in which to try fellow-workers in a court of "fair-play" to one which

provides opportunities for political discussion and agitational organisation.

In this way, the "roll-up" evolves into something more closely resembling

the meeting of the unemployed in Intimate Strangers and the "chiska" in

The Real Russia.

By the end of Winged Seeds, Romantic "bush socialism" is little

more than a nostalgic dream. But its dialectic antagonist, rationalist Marxist

agitation does not offer a realistic alternative. Dinny recalls: "In the old

days, we banged a panning-off dish when anybody had anything important

to say, and every man in the camp would roll up" (WS 51). The lack of

support for a political meeting at the end of Winged Seeds, at which Tom's

adopted son Bill delivers his firit public address, demonstrates that the

Romantic "bush socialism" which was endorsed in The Roaring Nineties

(emblematised in the "roll-up") has not withstood the power of capitalist

corruption and that only rationalis e theory has any hope of having an impact

on it. As I have said, these two forms of socialist thought no longer

struggle in a dialectical relationship. Instead, moralist socialism is found
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inadequate to the needs of the working people, who bear the brunt of an

unjust capitalist society. The only real justice is within a socialist society.

The dialectical dispute of the "general contradiction," between the two

forms of socialist activism and organisation so influential in Prichard's

earlier novels, is displaced by a desire for a completely new system. This

desire is made explicit just over halfway through the Trilogy, in the

concluding chapters of Golden Miles, when a model for the new system

emerges from the revolution in Russia. News of the revolution is

enthusiastically received:

Tom heard it when he came off shift: the pubs were full of it: men
shouting each other hilariously, and singing 'The Red Flag' and 'Solidarity
for Ever'. There was a general feeling that this was a victory the workers
should celebrate, and that although the war might drag on for a while the
end was in sight. [...]

It seemed as if some unbelievably miraculous thing had happened:
something they had dreamed of. yet scarcely believed could be anything
more than a dream. But it had happened! This was the reality for which
Nadya had struggled in that far country of which she had talked so much.
In their rejoicing, it was enough that Tsarism had been overthrown. They
were confident the first step had peen taken towards fulfilment of her faith:
that the workers of Russia would evolve a new social system after they
were released from the old oppresion. (GM 312-3)

The desire for revolution and the attainment of a socialist state becomes the

sole focus of the Trilogy's narrative after this, and those who work towards

this goal are presented as not only morally sound but also emotionally

competent. It is here that the profound irony of the Trilogy finds its

strongest resonance. By proclaiming a desire for revolution and a belief in

its inevitable occurrence, the Trilogy in fact accelerates away from a state of

revolutionary rupture. Instead of inviting the overdetermined dialectical

processes which rendered Prichard's earlier works so politically potent, the

new narrative strategy — to support and proclaim a single unchallenged and

inalienable political conviction — displaces and diffuses that political

potency.

In Chapter Three I investigated the overdeterminants of the tragic

structure in Coonardoo and Haxbv's Circus. The same "hamartic forces"

of her tragic novels remain influential in her later works, in particular the

pattern of allusion to classical mythology. But these allusions no longer

contribute to an overdetermined "hamartic axis" and its inevitable tragic

outcome. This tragic momentL m is instead displaced by the political

motivations of the narrative.
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In a letter to Jack Beasley', Prichard writes that in the Trilogy,

"[Sally] is the Hecuba who reveals its tragic consequences." 31 Hecuba,

according to myth, was "the chastest of women, and the most tender and

unfortunate of mothers." 32 Euripides's play, Hecuba, tells her tragic story.

Like Prichard's Trilogy, the play revolves around a single, strong female

hero; both women endure the death of their husbands and of all their

children. Both find themselves as slaves to those who assume government

and to the forces of evil which operate around them. Janet Lembke and

Kenneth J. Reckford's observathn that "Hecuba's bearing controls the

play, marking the stages of action and meaning 33," is equally applicable to

Sally's role in the Goldfields Trilogy.

There, however, the similarities end, for unlike Hecuba the narrative

of the Goldfields Trilogy is not tragic. Prichard's comments to Beasley

regarding the tragic nature of the Trilogy are misleading. Although Sally's

life is punctuated with a series of apparently tragic events, she does not take

on the role of a tragic hero and her story does not move inevitably towards

tragic resolution. As Christopher Collard observes, the tragedy of Hecuba

is "a revenge action developed from apparent helplessness." 34 This is by

no means an accurate description of the Goldfields Trilogy. Sally is far

from helpless, and even when she is offered the chance of revenge against

her enemy, Paddy Cavan, she chooses instead only to endorse the vengeful

actions of others; and she takes comfort in a clear conscience. Similarly,

Peter Arnott's comment, that "Hecuba is a woman whose fortitude is

strained until it breaks, so that shy.: becomes a beast like the beasts around

her,"35 cannot be applied to Sally. Her fortitude is strengthened rather than

strained by the difficult circumstances she confronts throughout her life.

But Prichard's suggestion that Sally "reveals" the "tragic consequences"

(my italics) of the Trilogy is nevertheless accurate. Undeniably one of the

most poignant aspects of Hecuba's tragedy is her capacity to reveal the

tragic consequences of her enslavement. The image of a former queen,

powerless in the face of her new masters, resonates with Sally as a victim

to the force of capitalist corruption. It is apparent that Sally has inherited

31 Beasley, "My Unilateral Debate" 252.
32 John Lempriere, Lempriere's Classi 7a1 Dictionary of Proper Names Mentioned in
Ancient Authors rev. ed, ed. F. A. Wright (London: Routledge, 1948) 266.
33 Janet Lembke and Kenneth J. Reckforil, introduction, Hecuba by Euripides, trans. Janet
Lembke and Kenneth J. Reckford (New York: Oxford UP, 1991) 9.
34

Christopher Collard, introduction, Hecuba by Euripides, trans. Christopher Collard
(Warminster: Aris and Phillips, 1991) 21.
35 Peter Arnott, introduction, Hecuba arid The Madness of Heracles by Euripides, trans.
Peter Arnott (London: Macmillan; New York: St Martin's Press, 1969) 11.
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the tragic circumstances of Hecuba's life. But she has not inherited the

flaws which would characterise her as a tragic hero. The tragic momentum

of the Goldfields Trilogy is drive 1 by Sally's capacity to reveal the tragic

consequences of capitalist exploitation rather than by an overdetermined

"hamartic axis." The overwhelming force or momentum of classical

tragedy is transposed and transformed in Prichard's writing. Sally, like

Hecuba, is ultimately trapped within an evil world. The "stage" is littered

with dead bodies. But rather than collapsing into the inevitable tragic

destiny of an Hecuba, Sally rises above the corruption and destruction that

surrounds her at the conclusion of the Trilogy. Unlike Hecuba, she finds

no consolation in revenge. Instead she discovers hope and renewal.

In the concluding pages of Winged Seeds, walking into Kalgoorlie at

dawn, Sally despairs at the cruelty of the mining industry and the

corruption of capitalism which hzs taken so much from her and given her

so much pain: "there's not much difference in the system which grabs the

gold and plays fast and loose with the lives of the people, bashing them into

depressions and wars, whenever is interests are at stake" (WS 387). But

Dinny's response offers hope:

`Don't you believe it,' Dinny exclaimed. 'I reckon a lot more
understand the position now who didn't a few years ago. There's a lot of
men on the fields who realize whit's wrong with the present set-up and that
it can't go on for ever. You'd bc surprised the number of blokes who say
to me: 'Tom Gough was right, lie knew what he was talkin' about.' And
`Young Bill,' they say, 'he had h.s head screwed on the right way. He told
us what the fascists were up to, and why a man'd got to stand up for his
rights: never let 'em be taken away from him.' [...]

`I reckon we had something to do with sowin' the seed for a better
system

Sally had a fleeting vision of that glistening thistledown with its heavy
brown seed, drifting down from the tangle of dark thorn bushes to the
barren earth. A shy hope and happiness inundated her.

`I believe you're right, Dinny,' she cried. 'The seeds we've sown will
grow like the wild pears', no matter how hard the stony ground where they
fall.' (WS 387-388)

The winged seeds of the Kalgoorla pear, which give their name to the

novel, offer an optimistic conclusion. Because none of the three novels

which make up the Trilogy is characterised by the unreconcilable

contradictions of the earlier novels, they have no need to resist closure or to

conclude tragically. Instead, the resolution of the Goldfields Trilogy

echoes that found at the conclusion of Intimate Strangers. The tragic

momentum of both narratives is defused and displaced by an optimistic and

assured faith in the inevitability of socialist revolution. This is reminiscent
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of Jack Lindsay's notion of optimistic tragedy (discussed earlier) which has

avoided the depths of tragic resolution. Again, these conclusions are

profoundly ironic, for in proclaiming their support for a revolution of the

working people, they have moved further away from a state of

revolutionary rupture.

Prichard's continued use of classical allusion is apparent in Subtle

Flame: "A man did not know: could not be sure how he would act when

pressures beyond his control took charge. Yet there was always the

Promethean spark smouldering w ithin him and his fellows: uniting them

unconsciously, and burning more brightly in crises affecting the

commonweal" (SF 225). 36 Indeed, there are many similarities between

Prometheus and David Evans. 37 These are underlined by the recurring

images of flames and combustion throughout the novel. In the first

instance, as the title suggests, this "subtle flame" for peace which burns

within David – ignited by the death of his son and fanned by the devotion

of Sharn – provides the momentum for the narrative. But the parallels

between David and Prometheus are numerous. Both believe in freedom

and justice, and prefer reason to violence. Both take personal risks in order

to serve the greater good of humankind and both suffer significant pain and

loss as a result. Although both believe in the infinite perfectibility of the

human spirit, they are also painfully aware of its numerous flaws.38

Once again, however, Pr: chard's use of mythological allusion

assumes a rationalist and radical political motivation. By linking the two

characters, Prichard insinuates that David's gift of peace is as important to

human kind as the Promethean gift of fire. According to the narrative of

Subtle Flame, the only morally and ethically sound impetus towards peace

originates in progressive or left-wing political thought. Moreover, the only

appropriate approach to political activism is through an association with the

CPA. Sharn, in her attempts to convince David of the inadequacy of his

individualist approach to world peace, demands: "But can you be sure

you've got all the facts: understand the dialectics of a situation, well enough

to judge whether you're right or wrong? [.. .] Myff says only a man's

36 Prichard earlier used the same refere ice to the "Promethean spark" when referring to
Mark Smith in Working Bullocks (WB 230).
37 For example: Prometheus, like Davie, disregards brute force in favour of truly rational
and moral qualities. Both want to help the human race, Prometheus with the gift of fire
and David with the gift of peace.
38 This is emblematised when David witnesses the violence of a boxing match (SF 53-
54),
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common sense can make him a g3od communist" (SF 102). As David's

awareness grows, he begins to realise that the scourge of war cannot be

separated from the suffering of the working people and the corruption of

capitalism. He is eventually convinced of the need for socialist revolution

and the establishment of a socialist state. His conversion to the cause of

socialist organisation in the concluding chapters is symbolised by his

physical collapse. While caught in the inertia and lethargy of a stroke he

lapses "into the torture of chaotic thinking and disordered images, which

racked him for days" (SF 291). He plumbs "the depths of defeat and

despair" (SF 292) as a nightmarish conglomeration of images recounts the

horrors he has endured. After a number of days, with death "hovering

near" (SF 292) he is roused from his despondency by Sham's devoted love

and the urgency of his quest: "The dark tides receded from his mind.

Gradually he began to think clearly again: to see this retreat in hospital as a

temporary respite from the more urgent pressure of problems with which he

had become involved" (SF 29 3). By the end of the novel, David's

"Promethean gift" has the CPA and the CPSU as its principal benefactors.

David's movement away from independent activism to join the collective

efforts of an organised political movement effectively displaces the heroic

individuation of the Promethean myth.

Unlike the classical narratives which Prichard employed in earlier

novels, the story she alludes to here is not a tragic one. Prometheus is

eventually "unbound," Zeus allows the human race to remain on earth, and

reason wins over violence. There are few "tragic consequences" evident in

Subtle Flame. Certainly David suffers considerable pain and hardship in

the course of the novel, but with his betrothal to Sham in the final

paragraphs it is clear that the narrative has returned to a standard romantic

or comic structure. The return to comic reconciliation at the conclusion of

Subtle Flame is confirmed by the restoration of the status quo.

Like so many of the rorr antic pairings which precede them in

Prichard's novels, the union of David and Sharn in the final pages of Subtle

Flame is underwritten by an orgar icist authority: "I swear by all the trees in

the forest, the birds, bees and wildflowers—and all the life forces which

make for peace and beauty on earth—to love and cherish you, Sharn, as

long as we both shall live" (SF 299). But even this is quickly displaced by

the political philosophy which defines their partnership:
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The little fire Sharn had kindl,:d, smouldered putting a breath of smoke
like incense into the air. A star swung into the evening sky over the
western horizon.

"See," David exulted. "It shi les on us like the far star of the hope we
both serve. Never to be forgoite 1—the pledge of our faith in each other,
here and now." (SF 299)

The allusion to the novel's title indicates the extent to which Sham and her

political beliefs have been responsible for David's newly focused

enthusiasm. From her example, he has learned that individual agitation is

not as effective or valuable as peolle working together for a common goal.

Sharn promises to "tend" his 'subtle flame': keep it burning brightly" (SF

298). And once again the image of a heavenly body swinging into the sky

indicates a momentous event.

David and Sham share a phy sical and emotional passion which bonds

them together as "soul mates." In this way, their relationship is reminiscent

of Tom and Eily's. It too is built on their compatibility as "work mates"

and as "soul mates" and is streagthened by the compatibility of their

political convictions. Like Tom and Eily in Golden Miles and Elodie and

Greg in Intimate Strangers they commit themselves to each other in the

name of progressive politics. Sharp 's first signs of attraction to David

demonstrate the extent to which progressive political ideology has become

established in the Romantic narrative structure of Subtle Flame:

"There's so much to make me happy. This lovely holiday with you,
David. You're well again—and the Test Ban Treaty has been signed in
Moscow. Just think, the governments of United States, Britain and the
Soviet Union have agreed to stop testing nuclear weapons in the
atmosphere, outer space, and underwater. Better than that, the preamble
proclaims the principal aim of tl-e signatories is to speed up agreement on
general and complete disarmament under international control." (SF 297)

We can see that the overdetermined dialectical process involved in the

romantic resolution of Prichard' s earlier novels, where the dialogue is

fuelled by confused or contradictory forces, is here displaced by political

assurance and determination. The dialogic form of the narrative no longer

demonstrates the dialectical intensity found in the concluding paragraphs of

these earlier works where the voices of the various characters articulate

their contradictory and antagonist s c opinions until the end. Here, the voices

of the characters are in harmony with the perfect cadence which

characterises the novel's narrative resolution.

The retreat of Prichard's later novels towards historical inhibition is

characterised also by the gradual evaporation of their feminist
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preoccupations. None of her works offer an uncompromised feminist

motivation or paradigm. As Jane Sunderland argues:

Although Prichard's novels provide an accurate representation of women's
lives at different times and in different political, industrial and geographical
situations, it is hard to find any satisfactory positive role models which
would illustrate, for example, how women become aware of, fight against,
and overcome their specific oppression. Several women characters even
provide role models of oppression, since there is little analysis of their
condition and, at times, are in fact portrayed as finding satisfaction within
these situations. Prichard's presimtation of her 'earth-mothers' is largely
uncritical, emphasising their endurance and integrity rather than the
oppression and exploitation conti agent upon the role of wife and mother in
a traditional nuclear famil )y!

Sunderland considers that the feminist emphasis in Prichard's novels

reaches its zenith in Intimate Strangers, where "Elodie is not only

oppressed but [...] is also deafly shown to be so." 40 But from here

onwards the feminist concerns of Prichard's novels recede to a point

where, in the Goldfields Trilogy, tae oppression and exploitation of women

is "greatly obscured." 41 Althougt Sally and Elodie are both painted as (to

use Sunderland's term) "earth-mothers," Sally is less critical of this role as

"wife, mother, grandmother, lover, provider of men's meals and nurse.„ 
42

In many ways a more prominent feminist preoccupation would have been

out of place in the Trilogy, especially as Prichard's stated aim was "to tell,

not only something of the lives of several people, but to give also the story

of an industry” (RN Introduction). Still, it is curious that she chose to tell

this profoundly masculine story tarough the eyes of a female protagonist.

Sally is largely powerless in a situation where she is continually forced to

react to the events which occur -.tround her. In this sense she exists at a

considerable remove from the likes of Elodie, Gina and Coonardoo, whose

intricate involvement within their own respective industrial settings

guarantees them a relatively empowered position within the narrative.

In Golden Miles and Winged Seeds, Eily and Sally are an hereditary

pair. But after a brief period as a politically active woman profoundly

driven by her political convictions, Eily, like Myff in Subtle Flame, is

largely ignored after she is mai ried and has children. Conversely, in

Winged Seeds, Paddy Cavan's step-daughters, the twins Pat and Pam,

shrug off the pressure to conform to traditional maternal or domestic roles.

39 Jane Sunderland "'Lines Driven Deep : Radical Departures, or the Same Old Story, for
Prichard's Women?" Hecate 4.1 (1978): 10.
441

Sunderland "Lines Driven Deep" 14.
41

Sunderland "Lines Driven Deep" 15.
42

Sunderland "Lines Driven Deep" 15.
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They are politically aware and motivated women who, even after they

become romantically involved with men, are not prepared to compromise

their political beliefs or their independence. The narrative is unfailing in its

support for them; and these two women are the closest that Prichard comes

to providing uncompromised feminist characters.

In Prichard's earlier novels feminist instincts struggle with the

demands placed on women by society. But in Pat and Pam the

contradiction between feminist instincts and social pressures is displaced by

the novel's socialist paradigm. Although it is clear that they value their

independence and sexual freedom, it is also obvious that their political

purpose in the narrative is not feminist but socialist. Their political

convictions, although left-wing, ale significantly different to those of Eily,

Tom and even Bill, with whom Pat is romantically connected. Their

privileged upbringing and extensive travel brings the concerns of

international socialism and anti-fascism to the goldfields. Their political

temperament is somewhat unexNcted after they are introduced as silly,

giggling "parakeets," and it is all Me more surprising when Paddy Cavan is

revealed as their step-father. But it is perhaps because of him that they

came into contact with left-wing political concerns in the first place:

Paddy had financial interest in Spain, Pat explained. He had taken Amy
and the girls with him once when he was visiting the country. They had
met people who were working fc r a Republican government before it was
established. Not that Paddy knew anything about that. He would have
been furious had he suspected who some of their friends were. ( WS 128)

Pat and Pam hone their political convictions. Their vicarious involvement

in the Spanish Civil War, and later in the Anti-Fascist War (World War II),

enables the narrative to maintain an international focus. Even the tension

surrounding the romance which grows between Pat and Bill is displaced by

the political motivations of the novel: "The young people seemed to enjoy

their argument. It wasn't her idea of love-making, Sally confessed to

herself; but if Bill had found a girl who could talk about the things which

interested him, and they got some satisfaction out of political arguments, so

much the better" (WS 129). So much in the portrayal of Pat and Pam

indicates that they are informed and aware feminists, yet any suggestion of

feminist motivation is displaced by their socialist purpose within the

narrative. Rather, their contribution to the narrative is largely functional,

focused around their naive and idealistic apprehension of socialist politics.

Moreover, at no stage is there any suggestion of a dialectical relationship
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between the twins who are, except for their choices of romantic partners,

virtually indistinguishable.

In Subtle Flame feminism has receded almost completely. Although,

as Sunderland has observed, there is no obvious "earth-mother" in the

novel, there are three other charLcters who are of interest to a feminist

investigation. As I have suggested already, Myff resembles Eily from the

Trilogy. Although strong-minded and politically informed, she quickly

fades into the background of the r arrative to play a supporting role to her

politically active husband, Bill. Her political conviction is never in doubt,

yet she is totally confined to the domestic sphere as a mother and wife.

Both Myff and Eily are indicative of the role demanded of women

Communists: "She must realise that as she has been the slave of a slave for

centuries, so the only way to get 11,n- freedom is for him to get his; and that

she must join him and help him to win his freedom first." 43 There are

obvious similarities also between VIyff and Sham. Both are Communists.

But Sham is also something of a feminist, believing ("perhaps radically for

the late fifties" according to Sunderland) 44 that "if a woman had money

which a man lacked, when they were together, she should pay when he

could not" (SF 227). Sham is, however, happy to denounce these

fledgling feminist instincts in order to provide domestic support to David:

"I can [...] help you in lots of ways: be your secretary and housekeeper:

see that you get decent meals. I can cook, you know now—and Neil says,

I mustn't let you overdo things, like you used to" (SF 298). Once again,

Prichard's female characters are returned to the domestic feminine enclave.

Sharp 's willingness to subjugate herself to David is matched by a

rekindled (although secular) respect for the institution of marriage.

Proposing to Sham, David insists: "I can't have our friends looking at you

disapprovingly [...] Or people calling you ugly names. When we return to

the city we must visit the registrar's office" (SF 299). Both Myff and

Sham are portrayed as ideal proletarian wives, their feminist instincts if not

discarded or denied, simply displaced by the socialist motivations of the

novel.

43
C.J.S., "Woman's Approach to Communism: A Subjective View of the Problem,"

The Communist 18 Aug. 1922, 2.
44 Sunderland "Lines Driven Deep" 19.
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We see this displacement again in the character of Jan, whose

portrayal, as Sunderland observes, "is hardly sympathetic." 45 She, like

Gina towards the end of Haxby': Circus, enjoys sexual, financial and

professional freedom and is condemned for it. But Jan is not allowed the

Carnival redemption which Gina enjoys. She is presented as distinctly

cruel and heartless in her sexual and professional relations. Motivated

initially by a desire for revenge, Jan decides to imprison David in her flat:

"She pondered the idea, enjoying it, and the impulse to play such a trick on

a man who had always intimidated her" (SF 154). When she decides to

seduce David into an affair, it is for rather dubious reasons: "Jan lit a

cigarette and lay back against the chair, rumpling her hair, pleased to have

outwitted David in her first attempt to bind him to her. Why she wanted to,

perplexed her. Was it pity?" (SF l 63). Her cruelty is amply demonstrated

in their first sexual encounter:

There they fell on the bed. David knew only that he was drowning in
the breakers of a joyous madness. Helplessly, he strove against them,
conscious that some treacherous undertow was depriving him of strength.
He did not realise how futile his struggle had become until Jan thrust him
from her, with a gust of laughter.

She sat up in the confusion of pillows, laughing uncontrollably:
laughing with a cruel, scarifying merriment.

"Oh, David, my dear," she N. rbled when she had breath for words. "I
had no idea you were so ... so inexperienced." (SF 174-175)

Despite her emotional and sexual independence, Jan is, by her own

admission "a bitch" (SF 166) and a "greedy, commonplace person" (SF

179). The portrayal is not complei ely condemnatory. Her cold-hearted and

even ruthless approach to both personal and professional relations is

tempered by a generosity of spirit, from which. David benefits. She shows

some signs of vulnerability and emotional weakness too, but these are

quickly repressed. More concerned with a superficial teenage magazine

than with David's quest for world peace, she is condemned not for her

feminist beliefs but for her bourgeois capitalist values. It is clear that the

selfishness and greed of capitalism inform her feminism (rather than the

other way around).

The feminist concerns of Sh btle Flame are at a considerable distance

from those of Intimate Stranger.;. The institution of marriage has been

restored to a position of importaflce, as long as the couple are bonded as

"yoke mates," "soul mates" and "working-class mates." Jan's desires for

financial, sexual and emotional independence can no longer expect Carnival

.45 
Sunderland "Lines Driven Deep" 18.
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redemption; instead she is deemed selfish and greedy. The subjugation of

women in marriage, to support a man in his work for a universal socialist

cause, not only satisfies the romantic formula of the novel, but is also

politically valued. In short, the heavily compromised and indistinct

feminism of the earlier canon is, in this last novel, completely displaced by

the narrative's broader politics.

In the Trilogy and in Subtle Flume a rationalist socialist politics is

paramount. Commitment to the cause assumes evangelical proportions. It

is Pat who, after Bill's death, is the first to betray the socialist cause in

agreeing to marry the American Major Dekker and move to the United

States. Sally responds angrily to Pat's betrayal of the socialist cause. In

contrast, Eily is serenely sympathetic: "Pat's lost faith in herself, and what

we're working for. I'm sorry for anyone who has" (WS 366). Eily's self-

righteous compassion underlines the evangelical nature of her conviction.

This is further confirmed a few lines later when she proclaims: "I'm lucky

to have seen the light when I was young [...a]nd to have been able to help

the movement towards socialism even a little" (WS 366). Their discussion

moves to the struggle for socialism, and their words ring with religious

overtones, reinforcing the centrality of faith and hope to their

commitment. 46 The images which Eily uses to demonstrate her faith in

socialism have their source in Marxian dialectical materialism: "In every

stage of history when the tides of social evolution are changing there have

been conflicts, [...] Feudalism had its labour pains before capitalism was

born. [...] Capitalism today's like an old woman pregnant with a lusty

infant she's afraid will be the end of her" (WS 367). Her faith in the

inevitable collapse of capitalism arid the revolution of the working people is

profoundly ironic. In direct opposition to Eily's conviction, the working

and political conditions at the conclusion of the Trilogy are decidedly worse

than those at the opening of the novel. As Sally bemoans: "We don't seem

46 Th is evangelical commitment is sustained in Subtle Flame. Sharp 's Communist
comrades share a fervent passion for and devotion to their cause. This is particularly
evident in their organisation of the Congress for international Co-operation and
Disarmament. Part Two, Chapter Thirteen details a rally organised by supporters of the
Congress Committee on the Yarra Bank. The positioning of this rally amidst a "babel of
speakers" emphasises the evangelical nature of their political commitment: "besides
hooligans, migrants and disinterested observers, there were always the faithful followers
of various groups who in rain or unier the blazing sun, mustered to defend the
protagonists of their particular beliefs" (SF 189). In this instance the distinctly
heteroglot dialogic relationship between the speakers is not dialectical. The exemplary
morals and logic of the Peace Council speakers are not even remotely threatened by the
orations which surround it. These other proclamations are immediately dismissed as
insignificant, evil or absurd. Conversely the speakers for peace are devotional and sincere
as they bear witness to their cause.
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to get any forader" (WS 366). 's faith in dialectical materialism in fact

displaces the overdetermined dialectical processes which give Prichard's

earlier narratives political and aesthetic efficacy.

The displacement by a socialist political agenda in Prichard's last four

novels occurs on two levels. First, the overdetermined dialectical process

which underlines the questing tension of her earlier novels is interrupted.

Second, the politics which displaces this overdetermined dialectical process

is intensified to a pitch of single-minded devotion and commitment. In

other words, the very factor which makes her earlier novels so aesthetically

powerful and politically potent is effectively erased and replaced by an

argument for an unchallenged and assured vision of the world.

In Australia not only were Prichard's later novels poorly received by

literary critics, they were also unpopular amongst the reading public. In

fact, Ric Throssell reports that Prichard had trouble finding a publisher for

Subtle Flame. 47 It was eventually published by the Australasian Book

Society, which had been set up seventeen years earlier to publish

manuscripts "reflecting the life struggles and militant traditions of our own

people."48 Prichard was aware o r the poor popular reception of this, her

last work, but blamed it on an apathetic audience. The year after its

publication, she wrote:

All my Welsh guile, literary expertise and passionate faith in the grail
of world peace, went into thi book to make the story interesting,
contemporary, and convincing. But I'm afraid it had no effect on the
people I had hoped to reach:

"The apathetic throng, he cowed and meek,
Who see the world's great anguish and its wrong,
Yet dare not speak."

The Promethean spark which lies dormant in everybody, and has
triumphed over so many savage instincts and customs, in the past, had not
been fanned by this book to the . iubtle flame which ultimately, 1 am sure,
will burn-out from human affairs the corrupt and cruel business of war.49

Prichard enjoyed a wide distribution throughout the Communist world,

with eight of her novels publishe 1 in translation. Yet there, amongst her

most appreciative audience, she was "reproached" by literary critics

"because communist or socialist objectives were not mentioned in

Coonardoo or The Roaring Nineties" and "for not concluding Winged

47 Throssell, Wild Weeds and Windflowe , -s 216-217.
48 Jack Beasley, Red Letter Days: Notes From Inside and Era (Sydney: Australasian Book
Soc., 1979) 135.
49 Prichard, "Some Perceptions and Aspi,-ations" 241-242.
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Seeds with a communist hero." 5° The early novels, which had made her

so famous and popular in Australia, are those which were most heavily

criticised by Socialist Realist cri :les. The later novels, which were so

poorly received in her home coun:ry, are the ones most widely translated

and. widely read in Eastern Europe. As Dorothy Hewett, in a controversial

obituary published in Overland shortly after Prichard's death, has

observed, "[i]t seemed to be [Prichard's] unhappy fate to be either

denigrated for her political sympathies and the faults in her work, or deified

for her political sympathies and the faults in her work.”51

Moon of Desire, which wai aimed at a motion picture audience,

signalled Prichard's awareness of the unpopularity of overtly political

narratives. In her correspondence with Miles Franklin she repeatedly

stresses her lack of surprise at the unenthusiastic reception of the Trilogy.

In November 1948, she writes: "G[olden] Wiles] has been sniffed at &

snuffed at by the daily press. But the reaction has been what I expected:

here & there, a recognition of some literary merit. But mostly, objections

to the defence of the workers' point of view. 52 The following year,

pondering the likely reception of Winged Seeds, she writes:

I'm quaking in my shoes now, as to Jonathan] C[ape]' s verdict. Wouldn't
be surprised if he turns it down— in view of the rampage going on
everywhere against my political outlook. [..1 Of course the press, here,
will swat it, and it won't be a besi-seller! But who cares, so long as one is
able to say the thing as it ought to be said—or write it as it ought to be
wrote!53

Her desire to produce Socialist Realist fiction is obvious, not only from

these letters but also in the novels themselves. But the new narrative

strategy adopted in these last works was not a popular success, and by this

stage she did not expect it to be. Nor was it an aesthetic or political

success, and it is here that her disappointment was strongest. But she

persisted, even in the face of almost uniform opposition, and her last four

novels reveal her growing evangelical political conviction. As I have

5() Prichard, "Some Perceptions and Aspit ations" 239.
51 Dorothy Hewett, "Excess of Love: The Irreconcilable in Katharine Susannah Prichard,-
Overland 43 (1969): 28.
52 K

atharine Susannah Prichard, letter to Miles Franklin 17 Nov. 1948. As Good as a
Yarn With You: Letters Between Miles Franklin, Katharine Susannah Prichard, Jean
Devanny, Marjorie Barnard, Flora Elc iershaw and Eleanor Dark, ed. Carole Ferrier,
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1992) 206-7.
53 Katharine Susannah Prichard, letter to Miles Franklin 6 Oct. 1949, As Good as a Yarn
With You 222. See also Katharine Susznnah Prichard, letter to Miles Franklin 31 May
1950 (245); Katharine Susannah Prichard, letter to Miles Franklin Xmas Eve 1950
(260); Miles Franklin, letter to Katharine Susannah Prichard 28 Dec. 1950 (261);
Katharine Susannah Prichard letter to M les Franklin 19 Apr. 1951 (267).
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demonstrated, Prichard's Socialist Realist project was almost certainly

doomed to failure. The Goldfields Trilogy and Subtle Flame move

gradually but discernibly away from a state of revolutionary rupture

towards historical inhibition. Effectively, she displaces the overdetermined

dialectical activity which was such an important factor in the success of her

early works with a dogmatic and doctrinaire socialist conviction.
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Conclusion

Postmodern literary theory has challenged a reliance on restrictive analytical

frameworks variously defined or differentiated as essentialism,

reductionism, fundamentalism and foundationalism. But a methodological

problem faces every argument which challenges these orthodoxies.

Spivak, in an interview with Elizabeth Grosz, addresses this problem:

I think it's absolutely on target to take a stand against the discourses of
essentialism, universalism as it comes in terms of the universal 1...] But
strategically we cannot. 1....] Since the moment of essentialising,
universalising, saying yes to the onto-phenomenological question, is
irreducible, let us at least situate it at the moment, let us become vigilant
about our own practice and use it as much as we can rather than make the
totally counter-productive gesture of repudiating it. One thing that comes
out is that you jettison your owr purity as a theorist. When you do this
you can no longer say my theori' is going to stand against anyone else's
because in this sense the practice really norms the theory, because you are
an essentialist from time to time.'

It is apparent that antiessentialist literary theory and practice must be

prepared to compromise, first in accepting a strategic use of essentialism

and then, in so doing, sacrificing theoretical purity. But even with this

"compromised" theoretical stance, the antiessentialist project offers an

enormous amount to the practice of literary analysis.

As we have seen, Prichard's novels are sites of mutual effectivities

pushing in contradictory directions. By incorporating a disparate collection

of elements and influences, her early fictions accommodate an

overdetermined dialectical prociss. As the complexity of her novels

increases, so too does their overdetermined dialectical intensity. The

potential aesthetic power and political potency of these novels

I Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, "Cri icism, Feminism and the Institution,- The
Postcolonial Critic ed. S. Harasyn (Lone on: Routledge, 1990) 11-12.
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correspondingly increases and her novels move closer to a state of

revolutionary rupture where this pc tential has the power to be realised. But

after her conversion to the theory of Socialist Realism, Prichard adopts a

new narrative strategy which interrupts and displaces the energy of her

previous writing. From this point on her novels move further away from a

state of revolutionary rupture and closer to a state of historical inhibition.

As I have demonstrated, it is by mapping the movement towards and then

away from political potency and aesthetic power that the real value of

Prichard's novels can be gauged.

But the outcome of this evaluation is far from categorical. All

politically motivated artists are caught in a double bind where the desire to

produce influential work must be balanced against the potential of this work

to cause distress, discomfort and perhaps damage. After all, the rapture of

revolution cannot be realised without rupture. Although it may provide a

better way of life or a new way of seeing the world, revolution is, by its

very necessity, a disruptive force. In addressing the problems of the

human condition and seeking to challenge the system which determines

them, all politically engaged art flii is with the dangers of its own destructive

intent.

I have argued that the artistic compositions that come close to a state

of pure revolutionary rupture are those which demonstrate a forceful

political potency and an intelse aesthetic power. They become

revolutionary, in the sense that they begin to realise their revolutionary

potential. The political and aesthetic efficacy of revolutionary art work does

not diminish with time. This is most evident in Prichard' s best known and

most powerful work Coonardoo. In her foreword to the first edition of the

novel, written after the serial's appearance in The Bulletin, Prichard draws

attention to recent legislative reforms which had prevented "white men from

taking rooms for a gin, or half-caste, in a hotel" (C xiii). Sue Thomas

suggests that this is "a fascinating illustration of the power of her novel to

excite a reactionary extratextual effort to provide the conventional tragic

restoration of moral order. It is also, though, a depressing illustration of

community need for a scapegoat. "2 The continued interest in Coonardoo

suggests that its provocative capacity has not diminished since its immediate

reception in the late 1920s. Drusilla Modjeska indicates that "[t]he

2 Sue Thomas, "Interracial Encounters in Katharine Suannah Prichard's Coonardoo,"
World Literatures Written in English 27.2 (1987) 243.
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unspoken challenge this novel makes to readers of the 1990s might be that

there is no accommodation to be made between black and white in this

country while the repressed fears and longings of the whites have to be

borne by the black; for then there is everything for each of us to fear."3

Coonardoo is a self-consciously radical and challenging text, and it has

stimulated powerful responses from readers in both the 1920s and the

1990s. It continues to confront and challenge audiences 'with its political

and aesthetic power seventy years after its composition. As such,

Coonardoo is a revolutionary novel.

The events surrounding the composition of what is arguably her most

personal novel, Intimate Strangers, demonstrate the potential for

revolutionary art works to have a profound and damaging effect on

Prichard herself. For whatever reason, she was motivated to rewrite the

conclusion of the novel. In doing so she effectively defused its political

potency, aesthetic power and, by extension, revolutionary potential.

Moving away from potentially revolutionary overdetermined

dialectical discourse towards politically convinced romans a theses,

Prichard's writing not only loses its aesthetic and political efficacy, but also

its destructive revolutionary potential. Her later books no longer invite

emotionally charged responses and enthusiastic debate but provide a single

perspective which is frustrating and unpersuasive in comparison to her

earlier works. By interrupting and displacing the overdetermined dialectical

discourse which characterised these earlier works, Prichard's writing

swapped the disruption of revolution for the frustration of inefficacy.

As we have seen, Prichard's later works were not well received by

her reading audience or by literary critics. With her reputation resting on

fiction written nearly half a century earlier, many of her remarks towards

the end of her career were decidedly apologetic. Her article "Some

Perceptions and Aspirations," in many ways her final comment on literary

and artistic matters, is indicative:

My work has been unpretentious: of the soil. Perhaps I have not made
readers dream and laugh enough The wit and gaiety I admire so much in
other writers, I have lacked. 131t, in all the varieties of expression, my
conclusion stands that the "noble candid speech in which all things worth
saying may be said", is the best rieans of communication and fulfilling the
sublime mission of art in literature. The lucid simplicity of classical
masterpieces has been a guide. I have tried to be direct, graphic and clear-

3 Drusilla Modjeska, "Introduction," Katharine Susannah Prichard, Coonardoo (Sydney:
Angus and Robertson, 1990) xii.
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sighted in my telling of the way men and women live and work in the
forests, back country and cities of .kustralia.4

It is apparent that the trajectory of Prichard's novel canon runs counter to

her stated intentions. The political Jotency and aesthetic power of her work

did not survive the incorporation of a new and incompatible narrative

strategy following her conversion to Socialist Realism. This effectively

disempowered her texts to the point where her last published work was

virtually devoid of political and aesthetic efficacy. These novels did not

stimulate the same kinds of emotive or legislative responses as her earlier

works and as such they are not re‘olutionary art. The fact that they failed

to light thousands of "subtle flames" - to motivate the Australian people

towards revolution - was a profound disappointment to her.

The trajectory of Prichard's novel canon is profoundly ironic. Her

truly revolutionary novels accommodate a wide range of influences which

are not necessarily revolutionary or emancipatory. But as her writing

became more devoted to a radical and revolutionary political paradigm, her

narratives lose their revolutionary impact. In this way the trajectory fulfils a

dialectical pattern. Moving towards revolutionary rupture and then away

from it towards historical inhibit, on, the trajectory returns to its point of

departure.

4 Prichard, "Some Perceptions and Aspic ations" 244.

210


	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10
	Page 11
	Page 12
	Page 13
	Page 14
	Page 15
	Page 16
	Page 17
	Page 18
	Page 19
	Page 20
	Page 21
	Page 22
	Page 23
	Page 24
	Page 25
	Page 26
	Page 27
	Page 28
	Page 29
	Page 30
	Page 31
	Page 32
	Page 33
	Page 34
	Page 35
	Page 36
	Page 37
	Page 38
	Page 39
	Page 40
	Page 41
	Page 42
	Page 43
	Page 44
	Page 45
	Page 46
	Page 47
	Page 48
	Page 49
	Page 50
	Page 51
	Page 52
	Page 53
	Page 54
	Page 55
	Page 56
	Page 57
	Page 58
	Page 59
	Page 60
	Page 61
	Page 62
	Page 63
	Page 64
	Page 65
	Page 66
	Page 67
	Page 68

