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that he barely remembers. It is only
later, when the incident is retold to
him, that he realises the enormity of
the abyss that lured him.

Part of that dilemma of confronting
the schism is resolved through
compassion and acknowledgement
of difference. Birds dot the landscape
of this narrative, as Nikolai, Jared's
prospective lover, notes: “‘My traveller
would be more like a bird who has
lost his flock and travels the world
searching for it [...] He’s a bird who
mates for life, so he meets different
birds, which are friendly, but they're
not his own flock. He does find it,
and his mate, eventually’” (390).
Earlier, Nikolai observes, whilst
viewing the Emily Carr paintings
at the Art Gallery on the Island in
Victoria, “‘I often think that the best
paintings, or at least my favourite
paintings, are like dancing, and the
best choreography is like painting'”
(388). Birds, dancing, painting and
landscape are inextricably linked, and
it is through the arts that humanity is
able to explore the dilemmas that
confront their existence.

My major concern with this otherwise
compelling novel is the rather too
easy resolution to Jared’s quest: love
may conquer all but the moving
vignette towards its dénouement
is marred by over-sentimentality.
However, other than that quibble,
this novel is written enticingly.
Its intricate prose and depth of
emotional insight take the reader on
a journey of painful discovery. The
two-page révérence set in Melbourne

and entitled “Valentine's Day” may
sound clichéd, but it is replete with
emotional well-being and simplicity,
evidenced by its brevity — like the
curtsey that it is. To borrow from
Shakespeare: “All’s well that end’s
well.” To let the final curtain fall: this
novel is definitely worth pursuing to
the end.

<+

Malcolm Tattersall

NO RETREAT
FROM THE PAST

Alex Miller. Landscape of Farewell.
Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 2007. ISBN
978 1 74175 375 2. RRP: $35.00.
pp.275.

Eight novels in twenty years have
established Alex Miller as one of
Australia’s most respected authors. He
received the Miles Franklin Literary
Award in 1993 for The Ancestor Game
and another a decade later for Journey
to the Stone Country (2002), and was
shortlisted on three more occasions,
most recently for the present book.

Landscape of Farewell revisits themes
of Journey to the Stone Country, but
with quite different emphasis and
treatment. The minimal narrative
in the new book is little more
than a frame for an extended
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meditation on history, culpability
and reconciliation. In Australia,
that last word immediately calls
to mind reconciliation between
Aboriginal and European peoples.
That is indeed one of Miller’s subjects
here, but reconciliation between
generations is at least as important
to him.

One of the central characters is Max
Otto, a recently retired professor
of history in Hamburg. Nearly
seventy and grieving the recent
death of his beloved wife, he is also
immersed in a despair that is both
personal and professional: he and
his generation have failed to find a
way to comprehend World War II,
and the failure has blighted their
lives. A young boy at the time of the
war, Max forever avoided asking his
father what he did as a soldier for
fear of having to confront horrifying
truths. Later, he retreated from it by
making his professional specialty
the Middle Ages. He has gradually
realised, however, that both failures
exemplify the self-protective, but
ultimately self-destructive, amnesia
of his generation of Germans:

When I was a boy during the war
there was much I could not know, but
I knew, as everyone knew, that an evil
beyond the reckoning of humanity
was being done in our names and
that we were never to understand
it or recover from it. It has haunted
my generation and the ghost of it
will not be gone until we are gone
... No matter how lofty our moral
principles, few of us proved immune
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to the pernicious charms of silence.
My mother, my father, my sister and
1. We all kept our silence. We children
were crippled by it and lost our voices
to it. (227)

The other central character is Dougald
Gnapun, an Aboriginal man of
similar age living in an abandoned
mining township inland from Mackay.
Dougald has been alone since his
wife died, and he has taken on the
responsibility of helping his people
sort out issues of land ownership and
traditional knowledge. He himself,
however, has been away from his
people’s country for decades for
reasons which are never made clear.

Miller brings Max and Dougald
together — against all probability
— through Dougald’s niece Vita, a
Sydney-based historian who meets
Max at a conference in Hamburg,
invites him to a similar conference
in Sydney, and then takes him to
visit her uncle. The two men live
quietly together, their relationship
outwardly harmonious but strangely
tenuous. They are together for weeks
without impacting on each other,
and occasionally Max suspects that
their inarticulate “getting along well”
is a fragile bridge over an abyss of
mutual incomprehension.

Dougald is haunted by his need
to pass on a story from his great-
grandfather’s time:

I'm the only one left who knows the
truth of what happened. If it’s not
written down the truth of it will be
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lost when I die. It was told to me by
my grandfather. It was his own father,
my great-grandfather, who did these
things and told him of them... My
fear is that I will die suddenly and it
will be lost. That’s what I fear, Max.
Not to die, I don’t fear that any more
than you do. What I fear is to lose the
truth of this thing. (155-6)

The massacre at Cullin-la-Ringo near
Springsure, the genuine historical
incident at the centre of the book,
occurred in October 1861 during
rapid expansion of white settlements
in Queensland. A party of settlers was
attacked by men of the local tribe and
nearly all were killed. One escaped to
raise the alarm on a neighbouring
property and the attackers were
hunted down; reprisals, as so often
in our colonial history, were bloodier
than the attack that sparked them.
Dougald eventually tells Max the
story of the massacre as he learned
it from his grandfather, but Miller
transmits it to us only through Max’s
imaginative re-telling, diluting
its authority and immediacy while
broadening its relevance.

His story preserved at last, Dougald
takes Max on a trip to his ancestral
country, a day’s drive away. The cliffs
and gullies of remote Expedition
Range have not changed since
-the massacre. The emptiness and
indifference of the country amplifies
the individuals’ awareness of the
ghosts they bring with them: the
past haunts the present through the
landscape. For Dougald, the visit to
his great-grandfather’s grave high

on the escarpment is a journey of
reconciliation and re-integration
with the Old People and their
country. Its effect on Max is almost
complementary, though just as
transformative, since it finally unlocks
the chains he had forged from his
past failings.

The events of Landscape of Farewell are
suspended in no-place and no-time.
Expedition Range is unchanging while
Mount Nebo,” which cannot quite be
identified with any real Queensland
township, is explicitly a ghost. Even
Max and Dougald are revenants of
their respective pasts as much as
they are real people in the workaday
world. In such a limbo, realisations
can unfold at their own pace.

Miller’s subtle suspension of realism is
both a strength and a minor weakness,
allowing him to grasp mythical,
poetic truth at the expense of some
loss of storytelling energy. If there is
anything as explicit as a conclusion
to his voyage of spiritual discovery, it
is that we can only become whole by
acknowledging our past and accepting
responsibility for our present. But his
achievement is not merely to tell us
so, which is easy, but to encourage us
to see it for ourselves.

+
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