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In Landscape Bound
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Vance Palmer's first novel, The Passage, makes part of the series of novels that have set the trend to the
20th century Australian fiction and is as such an emblematic book. It is essentially a family saga
canvassing the fortunes of a single generation, but the narrative technique used to develop the plot
transcends the requirements of the genre by introducing literary practices and psychological insights
espoused by the followers of modernism in Europe and America between the two World Wars. That the
novel invites reflection is indicated by the symbolic title already, for under its geographical connotation
there lie subsumed the whole concept of the workings of a human mind and the modern understanding

of the mechanisms which govern economic development. The Passage is a metonym for the flow of the
unconscious into consciousness and vice versa, and for our notion of human progress.

As a whole, the novel champions individuality while celebrating, at the same time, family ties and
community cohesion. It makes philosophical and aesthetic statements that challenge some of the
fundamental values held dear by industrial societies. Those statements are delegated to the three
protagonists - the two brothers, one introverted and the other extraverted, and to their mother, with the
other characters completing the picture. An insight into the inner world of one of the three - the fifteen-
year-old Lew - reinforced by the image of a coastal landscape, opens the novel; it closes with his
mother's reflections on her life achievements. Apart from the reverse dialectic of comprehension from son
to mother, this is a linear story unfolding in a chronological order following the logic of a well-made piece
of writing.

Like all of Palmer's novels, The Passage is set in a small community, this time in a fishermen's village,
and it focuses on the interdependence of people and their environment. The character, who by his
natural disposition has accomplished the fullest harmony with the rural landscape, has the greatest
spiritual and physical strength. It is in the opening scene of the novel, a typical stream-of-consciousness
situation, that the impact the sea and the land have on Lew's mind is outlined, laying down stylistic
principles of the author's expression.

Lew will evolve into a natural leader of the community and a creator of myth whose tenets will crystallize
as he grows up into a man, a master of his own destiny sustained by his work and his creation. Even in
the face of a personal tragedy, the bond Lew feels with nature is what restores the sense of purpose in
him and is a trunk card of survival to everybody who shares his attitude.

This whole 'ideology' could be summed up in a seemingly old fashioned and perhaps somewhat naïve
belief that it is not in swift and abrupt industrial developments, nor in the allures of big cities and their
enticements that the fulfilment of people's dreams lies hidden. Palmer advocates a steadfast economic
growth based on a prudent and carefully studied exploitation of natural resources as the only way
forward for human civilization. He also pursues a fine line between protagonists' instinctive responses to
their individual needs that are manifested as feelings and the demands placed on them by society.

Carl Gustav Jung mused along the same lines in his autobiography Memories, Dreams, Reflection when
he ascribed the Western man's "uprootedness" to "the loss of connection with the past, … which has
given rise to the 'discontents' of civilisation and to such a flurry and haste that we live more in the future
and its chimerical promises of a golden age than in the present, with which our whole evolutionary
background has not yet caught up. We rush impetuously into novelty, driven by a mounting sense of
insufficiency, dissatisfaction, and restlessness." [1] This insightful and subtle interpretation whose import
has not waned in our day inspires Palmer's novel from beginning to end. So much so, that the landscape
obtains a numinous quality in it.

Nobody who denigrates nature's glory, its wealth and its power is fit to stay and prosper in the only



Garden of Eden possible in this world. Hence Palmer's symbolism consists of the age-old archetypes of
life-giving water and its fish - the souls of men. Lew's unconscious has found its equivalent in the depths
of the see and the life on its floor. But when his little son spots a whale pursued by the whale killers, a
sense of disaster arises and the allegory of personal doom and its association with the modern laws of
economy get a sinister quality.

That the state of the characters' minds is mirrored in the state of the environment is notably conspicuous
in the situations which herald disaster: the daemonic imagery of a snake stirring fear in an uninitiated
child, of the paddymelon country and the blacks who are only hinted at in the plot have both an ominous
import.

But The Passage is neither a horror nor a mystery. It remains a modern novel because its structure and
its style reflect the complex mental processes of individuation going on in human beings and because it
points a way out for anxieties imposed on wo/man by his/her dissociation from the actual environment.
Women and men characters make part of the same philosophy and their relationships are family oriented
but liberal. Although they sometimes say too much or are too articulate for a piece of literature, given the

fact that fiction only invents life-like situations and is not life itself, The Passage does not lack
persuasion. Its chief source of plausibility is its vision of happiness couched in a non-naturalistic form, i.e.
Palmer's masterly translation of the workings of a human mind into prose.

[1] Jung, C.G.Memories, Dreams, Reflections, (ed.) Aniela Jaffé (London: Flamingo, 1986), 358.


