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The representation of landscape has been an important part of Austra-
lian literature, and the imagined Australian character has partly been con-
structed relative to interactions with the natural world. Often, the land has 
been framed against an idealised European landscape, and depicted in an-
thropomorphised terms, as being harsh and unforgiving. In keeping with the 
idea of landscape as important, Michael Meehan's first two novels, The Salt 
of Broken Tears and Stormy Weather, have rural Victoria as a setting and 
character.1

Though both stories are set in the Mallee, one depicts a world of heat, 
dust and salt, whereas the other is an account of one day in the small town 
of Towaninnie on which the rain is unceasing. A major symbol of the first is 
the salt-lake, and of the second, the fecund greenness of the rabbiter's 
swamp. This paper will examine the way these two disparate environments 
affect the novels' characters and influence the narrative, and what both 
novels suggest about Australians' relationship with their environment. I will 
study the novels in the light of Lawrence Buell's thought, from The Envi-
ronmental Imagination, and his definition of what constitutes an environ-
mental text.2 I will argue that an environmental text allows the reader to 
conceive of the natural environment in a less anthropocentric way. This is 
not to claim, as some in environmental writing do, that such texts, or any 
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texts, can lead the reader to bridge the subject/object division. The two 
Meehan novels represent the Australian natural environment in very differ-
ent ways and I will look at each separately before concluding. 

In his 1995 work, Buell suggests four ways in which a text can be con-
sidered an environmental text. He suggests that a text must not be only a 
framing device, a backdrop, but instead connected to the human presence, 
that humanity's interests should not be privileged, that accountability to the 
environment should be part of the text's ethical orientation and that the 
natural world should be conceived as process.3 There is an inherent con-
tradiction in these elements as accountability implies ethical engagement 
with the environment posited in anthropocentric terms, which somewhat 
negates point two, that the human interest is not the only interest. Equally, 
he fails to eliminate the metaphysical aporia evoked by the word 'connec-
tion' in point one. Buell's criteria do, however, make a point from which we 
can start to examine texts. He concedes that, though "it might seem that 
place ought to be central to anyone's theory of environmental imagination 
… grounding in place does not guarantee ecocentrism, place being by 
definition perceived or felt space, space humanized…"4 To examine his cri-
teria, and ideas of accountability and connection, I will now turn to 
Meehan's two Australian novels of 'place'. 

The Salt of Broken Tears is the story of a young girl/woman, Eileen, 
who in the 1920s "blew in off the track" (S1) and disorders the life of those 
on a Mallee farm. When she disappears, the main protagonist, an unnamed 
boy, thinking she has run off with the Indian hawker Cabel Singh, runs 
away and follows the hawker on a cyclic route through the area, only catch-
ing up with him when it is too late. The girl has most likely been killed and 
buried on the farm and is not with Singh. However, this does not stop the 
stereotypical 'real man' and Eileen's lover, Joe, from taking out his revenge 
on the Indian. 

The book's representation of the natural world is contradictory. The 
Mallee is at once indifferent to the human characters and yet a harsh envi-
ronment against which the characters are defined. The text describes the 
environmental degradation that followed white settlement of the Mallee, 
and continues to this day. By alluding to the conditions in the Mallee 
brought about by clearing the scrub and releasing the fragile top soil, the 
book fulfils at least point one and three of Buell's categories, entwining hu-
man and natural history and implying accountability to the Mallee. The hu-
man history Meehan discusses, however, is of the last 200 years. In the 
human history of the Mallee it is insignificant. The text’s representation of 
Buell's fourth point is then ambiguous. The description of the hawker Cabel 
Singh, as someone who "watches the sand drifts move" does point to na-
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ture as process. The character Joe says that "He told us that once. He re-
members where they were, ten years ago, and he watches them move 
closer and cover things, bushes, trees. He knows the place" (S28). 

Likewise, Cabel's cyclic journey through the Mallee alludes to a non-
linear and less paradigmatic view of history and process. Several charac-
ters remark that the best way to catch up with Cabel is just to sit still; his 
aimless cycle will eventually return him to where you are (S96). However, 
the idea that not even two centuries of European settlement of the Mallee 
has made irrevocable changes to this environment implies a more linear 
history of nature. The area is not far from, on the other side of the Murray, 
Lake Mungo, where archaeological evidence suggests people have lived 
for at least 40,000 years. The effect of this habitation has had a more last-
ing influence on the Mallee ecosystem than that of European occupation. 

 

 
Nicholas Chevalier, Mallee scrub, Murray River, N.S.W. 1871] [picture] 
<http://nla.gov.au/nla.pic-an2962212-v> , National Gallery of Australia. 

 
This idyllic scene was painted by Nicholas Chevalier in 1871, however, 

by the 1920s the Aboriginal population of the area, the Wotjabaluk, had 
been forced onto the mission at Ebenezer on the Wimmera river at Ant-
werp. In the narrative, the boy finds a group of Aboriginal people living at 
Kulkyne, "in the long belts of uncleared and unwanted scrub and deep river 
forest that was all that was theirs when the last of the maps were laid out" 
(S165). In this way, the text alludes to the act of dispossession that accom-
panied the occupation of the area. However, by relegating the Aboriginal 
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people to one of the interesting 'characters' the boy meets in his quest, in 
that the boy focuses more on their other "visitor" (S166), Meehan continues 
this act of dispossession. The Aboriginal people are described as the "last 
of the bush people,” re-iterating the 'dying race' tropes of colonial Australia. 
The first reference to Aboriginal people in the text is by Joe, who also cred-
its Cabel with the ability to move around unnoticed: "He could come and go 
without any of us knowing it. Without leaving a track. Better than an abbo" 
(S29). Joe alludes to the idea that both Cabel and Aboriginal people are 
like natural forces. Ian Anderson suggests the “representation of indige-
nous Australians developed within colonial structures which were in the 
process of clearing the land of unnecessary obstacles to British expansion. 
By constructing Aboriginal people as timeless and belonging to nature, the 
status of their humanity was made suspect and the land was conceived to 
be empty of civilised humans.”5 White Australia has been slow to realise 
just how 'full' the landscape was of people, how integrated Aboriginal peo-
ple were with their 'Country', and unwilling to accept there was a complex 
culture on this continent before the first ships arrived. 

Meehan's descriptions of the phenomenological world of the Mallee 
landscape are evocative of the place. He does use familiar tropes of ‘wil-
derness’ (S51, 101, ‘trackless and interminable wastes’ (S52), ‘empty coun-
try’ (S90) and ‘wastelands’ (S12, 163)), and his characters are portrayed as 
being disconnected from nature. For example, the surveyor's wife says that 
before her husband came “all that you could see around here was empty. 
Just wilderness.” In a succinct description of the cartographic progress, she 
says the surveyor “marked out the land and put everything in its place” 
(S82). Most of the white Australians in the novel reflect the stereotype of 
farmers as interested in only clearing and exploiting the environment, of 
marking out territory and appropriating it. The resident of the old railway 
camp relates how he had explained to the line workers “that he knew better 
than anyone the country to the west, and that if it looked dry and useless 
here, it only got worse as you travelled west, and this line was going no-
where” (S103). Implicit in this idea is the concept of badlands, of areas that 
are unfit for human habitation or intervention, where nature is sovereign. 
The Mallee, in this novel, is still contested space and it is undecided who 
will win; nature or the settlers.  

For the characters at least, life is lived on the frontline in the supposed 
battle between nature and culture. This is reminiscent of the frontier tropes 
of America and Frederick Jackson Turner, though this Victorian frontier, 
where the farm is in view of "dark fringe of retreating scrubland" (S24), of-
fers little of the promise of the American frontier. There are other American 
allusions in this narrative. John Green suggests the "novel reads like a tra-
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ditional southern story told in an Australian accent,” and Meehan is clearly 
influenced by William Faulkner.6 His prose, similarly, is expansive and po-
etic. The Salt of Broken Tears has all the trappings of an American West-
ern: the journey through an indifferent landscape, the mythic hero (or per-
haps anti-hero) with an internalised sense of honour, bad guys, stock char-
acters and pistol play. However, the events of human impact on the natural 
world have been repeated in many colonised countries, and it is not unex-
pected that there should be similarities between stories. At the same time, 
Australian landscapes are older and more depleted than those of North 
America and New Zealand. While apparently rich farming land was found in 
Gippsland and the Western District, as settlement spread into the west of 
Victoria and New South Wales the land became progressively more mar-
ginal, and farming more difficult.  

The settlers who first moved into the Mallee and Wyperfeld were dubi-
ous about the agricultural potential of the area. J.W. Beiby, touring the 
Mallee in 1849, visited Pine Plains and wrote: how animal life could be sup-
ported on parched vegetation under a burning sun whose heat is aggra-
vated by the reflection from the dazzling sandhills around and where the 
herbage is chiefly of a salt character - I cannot conceive.7 At first, there 
were small marsupials everywhere, and hunting was easy. Before long, the 
introduction of pest species such as foxes depleted the local fauna and af-
fected the tenuous pastures. Rabbits ate the fragile grasses that held the 
soil together and the wind whipped the exposed soil away. The book notes 
this pest invasion. The pup accompanying the boy exhausts itself "chasing 
after rabbits and distant mobs of wild goats" (S42). The Afghan tells the 
boy how he had even married a local woman who lived for a time out on 
the green block with him, and together they worked and cleared the timber 
and fenced the block and broke the earth and ploughed it and sowed a 
crop; and then the rabbits came and then the wild mustard, and then the 
dry, and the woman cleared out and Mullah was put on the road by the 
banks. (S76)  The Afghan describes the process of cultivation, the out-
comes of its artificiality for the environment, and the personal ramifications 
of such activities for those that moved to the area. The Mallee was argua-
bly the most difficult area of the state to farm. However, such trials did not 
necessarily deter people from continuing their practices. 

One of the characters in the novel, the bag sewer, is based on cele-
brated Mallee poet John Shaw Neilson, a person who knew better than 
many the hardships involved in trying to make the Mallee habitable.8 Shaw 
Neilson had worked menial jobs such as shootcutter and shearer through-
out the border areas of the Wimmera and Mallee. Despite his use of Euro-
pean forms of poetry, his vision of Australia was not that of a European, 
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and in poems such as 'The Native Companions' (referring to Brolgas) and 
the ironic 'Poor, Poor Country' he demonstrated a love of the Mallee de-
spite the hardships and tiring work he endured: 

The New Year came with heat and thirst and the little lakes were 
low, 

The blue cranes were my nearest friends and I mourned to see 
them go; 

I watched their wings so long until I only saw the sky, 
Down in that poor country no pauper was I.9

Shaw Neilson's poetry shows an appreciation of the area's beauty that 
Meehan's characters, with the exception of the boy and Cabel, do not. 
Shaw Neilson, as with Meehan's more sensitive characters, belongs to a 
different tradition within Australian literature, art and history, that which is 
adumbrated in Tim Bonyhady's book The Colonial Earth, a tradition of re-
spect and appreciation of the Australian landscape not framed in antago-
nistic and anthropocentric terminology.10

The language of many accounts of settlement is couched in terms of 
battle and opposition. In Meehan's novel, the unnamed father’s soliloquy 
explains the day to day work of clearing the Mallee: “And so we set again to 
work each day to turn the sea of woodlands into black and knotted roots, 
the dead stumps of the departed forest working back, rising like knotted 
fists and twisted fingers grasping for the light, working back year after year 
through the new turned soil …” (S200) ‘Knotted fists' and 'twisted fingers' 
evoke the idea of an angry enemy. Even after the wiry Mallee trees had 
been cleared, often with giant horse drawn rollers, the green shoots would 
force themselves up through the paddocks and people such as Shaw Neil-
son, and Meehan’s characters, were employed to grub them out. As Agnes 
Hilton writes in her history of Hopetown: “Having cut a track to their land, 
having cleared an area for a dwelling and for their animals, having rolled 
down the Mallee, sometimes with bullock teams, sometimes with horse 
teams, they had to cut down the trees that would not roll down, and then 
they burnt it.”11 Even after this process, the mallee scrub persisted. Hilton 
writes that coping with “the sticks”, “picking stumps” that kept coming up as 
they ploughed, “cutting shoots that kept shooting up from the enormous 
roots below ground”, was never ending it seemed for those who performed 
these unwelcome tasks.12 The belief was that with enough rain it would be 
farmable. The novel nods towards this myopia, of those “who could still see 
nothing further out but green fields and bulging oatstacks and fat cattle, and 
who claimed that the dream was real and that all the soil needed was just a 
little rain” (S105). However, the description of the rail line as a “spectacular 
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and useless effort” (S107) was for many years equally apt for farming in the 
Mallee. Even now, with modern equipment and fertilisers, a dry year can 
ruin the area's grain crops. Despite the novel's prediction of the failure of 
farming in the area, the region's inhabitants have been as tenacious as the 
Mallee roots. However, with global climate change bringing predictions of 
longer and more severe droughts, the probability that it will only become 
more difficult to farm this area is increasing. Much of the area, admittedly, 
has been declared unfarmable, left like the rail line to “the ants and the liz-
ards” (S107) and ceded to National Parks such as Sunset, Wyperfeld and 
Big Desert. The Wimmera, the largest landlocked river in the world, which 
at one time used to flood through the terminal lakes of Hindmarsh and Al-
bacutya, and then into Wyperfeld and the Wirrengren Plain, is degraded, 
composed mainly of hyper-saline pools. Hindmarsh, one of the largest 
lakes in Victoria, has been dry for the last five years of drought, and water 
has not flowed out of Albacutya for 20 years. The demands of towns and 
agriculture in the upper reaches of the river, where rainfall is held in a se-
ries of large dams, leaves little for the river, despite allowance for so called 
'environmental flows'. 

The failure to establish a workable relationship with the land is re-
flected in the main characters' interactions in the novel. They inhabit a 
world of alienation, loneliness, regret and suspicion. In the logic of ecofem-
inist thought, the natural world in this novel is as exploited as the female 
body. The girl, Eileen, who turns up out of nowhere with nothing, from a "no 
thing" (S2), is symbolic of a different nature. She embodies human sexual 
nature, and it is this aspect of her character that throws the family into dis-
order, angering the mother, and awakening the boy's incipient sexuality. 
Her lack of origins allude to one of the archetypal images of nature/culture 
opposition, that of the wild or wolf child. It is telling that she is wearing a 
"green" dress, alluding to nature and she blows in "like a thistle seed" (S1). 
Somewhat typical of Meehan's female characters, she arrives "half naked”, 
"a ragged tear in her dress at the waist" (S1), with "bare toes" (S2), "the 
men whistling as she limped past the sheds, the ragged dress blowing up 
over her legs and half around her woman's waist and she part blushing and 
part seeming to love it" (S2). Eileen heads straight for the water bag and in 
a scene of stereotypical male sexual fantasy, drinks half of it "one part 
straight down her gullet as if she never needed to swallow as other people 
do, and the rest down the front of her dress and around and over her 
breasts with the watered cloth clinging to her body" (S3). The mother ob-
serving, the epitome of culture in this narrative, talks of "obscene gambols”, 
and says: "Well I remember how she showered herself from the waterbag 
in a laughing waste of cool water, and how the dress came apart as she 
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raised the bag above her head. I quickly sent the boy from the verandah 
…" (S4). The reader at this point is made aware of the boy's age. In a 
strong sexual metaphor, the 'real man' of the story, Joe Spencer, while 
watching this scene, "caress[es] the hard blunt head of the hammer" (S4). 
The attraction of the boy for Eileen is established early in these pages, his 
sister Hannah watching him, "watching her brother to see how he would 
watch the girl, to see how he would see the forbidden tangle of her legs 
splayed out across the layabout and the wet shape of her body moving in 
long gasps against the dampness of the torn green dress" (S5). Explicit in 
the ecofeminist project is an insistence, as Patrick Murphy suggests, there 
is a link "between the forms of exploitation of nature and the forms of the 
oppression of women."13 In this novel, this conflation is evident in the char-
acter of Eileen.  

The end of the first section, in italics and narrated by the mother, 
forces a separation between Eileen and nature, commenting that Cabel, 
who knows everything about nature, had never mentioned the possibility of 
such a girl. However, it is Eileen's interest in Cabel, and his less antagonis-
tic way of conceptualising nature, that causes conflict with Joe, and ulti-
mately results in both Cabel's and Eileen's death. The narrative thus sug-
gests that to separate nature and female as subjects of exploitation is un-
tenable. 

Cabel, reflecting a less ecologically harmful philosophy, does not fight 
against the land but travels lightly over it. Meehan's novel recognises the 
contribution of the Indian hawkers that travelled through-out Victoria, often 
on foot or with a cart. For isolated areas, the hawkers were the only way of 
obtaining many necessary supplies. Cabel is not unlike Melquíades, the 
gypsy who brings technological marvels to Macondo in Marquez's One 
Hundred Years of Solitude, bringing news and goods, and the hawker of-
fers an insight, at least for the boy, into a life outside the insular world of the 
farm. He tells the boy that to travel through the "wastelands they should 
leave all they could behind" (S52). Cabel's philosophy is less antagonistic 
than that of the farmers. He tells the boy of the first time he got lost in the 
deserts to the north of the farm: “And Cabel told him that until you began to 
bend your understanding to the forest, until you learned to move amid the 
forest like the water in the sea or as a wave across the stream, you would 
answer to its menace with thin curses and in such feeble incantations as 
would just run out like spilt water into the thickness of the sand.” (S52) 
Meehan highlights the differences between Cabel and Joe, who also 
comes to listen to the hawker's stories, adumbrating the chasm between a 
Western belief in progress and an ecological view: “Joe liked also to hear 
the soft voice of Cabel Singh, even when he didn't follow the stories, or 
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when he could understand the stories and could see that they were wrong, 
because for Joe Spencer a tree was no more than lumber biding its time to 
become a sheepyard or a cowshed, and a dry lake bed just a lake in need 
of water.” (S251) Cabel's knowledge of the Mallee is encyclopaedic, and 
certainly leaves an impression on the boy: 
 

He spoke … of the land about them, of the northern deserts and the 
vast saltpans and low trackless forests … they learned of the dry 
country beyond the high drifts to the north, the green lands and open 
flowing rivers to the east and south, and of Cabel's journey's that took 
him always up through the seas of low forest that lay beyond Wirren-
gren plain… (S24) 

 
This is the path that the boy takes to find Cabel. Sexually naïve, he has 
misread the situation between Joe and Eileen, and then under questioning 
from Lonnie Cooper the policeman, has implicated Cabel in her disappear-
ance (S275). Driven by a growing understanding of the real events, and 
guilt of his informing, he fruitlessly tries to catch up with Cabel, and he 
hopes, Eileen. Though Cabel is depicted as the wisest person in the novel, 
and the most environmentally perceptive, he is finally killed by Joe and his 
mates on a great salt lake. Joe Spencer and Cabel Singh represent differ-
ent paths into manhood, competing for the boy's pubescent mind. It is Ca-
bel's mantle of wisdom, however, which is passed to the boy. It is an em-
brace of an environmentally sounder path at the expense of Western ex-
ploitation and rapaciousness. Earlier in the narrative, "Cabel [had] laughed 
and talked of how they would perhaps cross the great saltlake one day to-
gether, where the boy would then become the wisest boy on earth” (S263). 
The novel is a Bildungsroman in which the boy, though perhaps not coming 
to terms with his own sexual feelings for Eileen, does gain a great degree 
of wisdom, "a wisdom in the trackless seas of bushland" (S294). Part of this 
wisdom is the decision to live like Cabel Singh: "he decided that this would 
be the last time he ever set foot within a house, that his short sleep in jail 
would be the last time he would sleep beneath a roof, and that he must 
now, like Cabel Singh, live from this time alone and on the roads" (259). In 
his interactions with the various characters he has met on the road, he has 
learnt about human nature: “He thought perhaps the policeman was right 
and there was something wild going on in that head of his, and he won-
dered whether the wildness was in the things he saw on the roads or just in 
the way he saw them; but he also knew there was nothing that he had seen 
on the roads that did not make it wilder and the more likely that he would 
never go back home.” (S249) This suggests that the boy's understanding of 
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wildness, of natural processes, has exceeded those of characters such as 
Joe.  

In opposition to the nature symbolism of Eileen, the mother represents 
a nasty and repressive civilisation, but no doubt is equally oppressed by the 
patriarchal society of settler farmers. She is more representative of civilised 
culture than her husband, who at the Somme has experienced what civili-
sation can entail. It is her mission to subdue the land, and all evidence of its 
rebellion, whether it is the dust, heat, or Eileen, she takes as a personal af-
front. For her Eileen represents wildness, and it is this that leads her to 
strike Eileen, possibly killing her: 
 

And I seeing always in the unknowing eyes of others that it was my 
task to curb and as the mother of the family to restrain, and in watch-
ing for so long the green earth crumble and run apart before us to 
check and prevent her from leaving in that way, leaving all the fences 
down and the earth open and drifting over us and all of us running 
down into the savage land from which thank God I had preserved us 
for so long; and she beginning to talk but like the banshee my husband 
always said she was … And so it was I struck back. (S284) 

 
In this quotation, again Eileen and nature are metaphorically connected. 
The mother's attitudes are reminiscent of those of the Puritans in North 
America, that clearing the wilderness was doing God's work: 
 

I know before God that if there was a sin then that sin was in the very 
nature of Eileen, and the nature of Eileen is something that we now 
know takes life from the man who, time after time, comes in along that 
track like a wild seed on the hot winds from the north and that only 
when such bad seeds cease to run across the face of the earth will the 
whole world be at rest. (S285) 

 
In the north-west Mallee, those who planned to civilise the wilderness in 
opposition to all evidence to its impossibility were not as convinced as the 
Puritans that they had God on their side, and Meehan's narrative captures 
the essential futility of the project. The characters of Cabel, the boy and Ei-
leen, equally marginalised in different ways, suggest that the Mallee could 
be appreciated on its own terms rather than through some anthropocentric 
view of instrumental value. 

Stormy Weather is a very different novel, especially in its attitude to 
the environment. The characters and structure of the novel derive from 
Shakespeare's The Tempest, though the events of the narrative are set in 
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the small Mallee town of Towanninne, on one very wet weekend in 1955. It 
is Ultimo, further on up the track that is the literal end of the line, but this 
weekend, in this town, is metaphorically close for the cast of the Blind Con-
cert, or more formally, the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind Concert, 
who are to perform that evening in the Towaninnie Hall. The Blind Concert 
toured country Victoria, bringing much needed entertainment to rural areas. 
The advent of television the following year would diminish the attraction of 
such travelling spectacles and reduce their economic viability. 

In terms of Buell's characteristics of an environmental text, there is lit-
tle sense that the non-human environment is a presence that entwines hu-
man history and natural history. This narrative centres on the events and 
subjectifications of the various characters, implying that the human interest 
is understood to be the only legitimate interest. There is no human ac-
countability to the environment and little sense of the environment as proc-
ess. In this tale, nature is kept in the background. It is a backdrop against 
which the cast act out their drama and it is more a metaphor for the tem-
pest within the minds and lives of the characters, and is more supernatural, 
in keeping with Shakespeare's storm, raised by Prospero's magic. It is also 
an indication of the diviner’s bad luck, because as he notes, no one needs 
his services when it is raining. 

Besides the weather, which would be described anthropocentrically as 
‘bad’ in that it rains most of the time, nature is represented by the "swamp." 
It is with his descriptions of the swamp that Meehan's prose is again at its 
most poetic, flowing and Faulkneresque: 

 
He told her of the white gums that looked like ghosts out amidst the 
black and silver waters, of the trees that seemed to take root and grow 
up out of other trees, of gardens that seemed to hang amidst the tree-
tops, of the flashing of late afternoon sunlight through the trees, and 
the long shadows that rode like black fingers across the darkness of 
the waters. (SW62) 

 
The swamp is home to the stand out character of the novel, the "rabbiter,” 
"a fine-looking man, apart from a jaw gone awry” (SW35). He is the narra-
tive's Caliban, a trickster who derives enjoyment from playing practical 
jokes on the town, such as driving wild cattle through a picnic, and flying a 
huge kite made from stolen bed-linen from the town's silo (SW37). He, and 
the swamp, stand in opposition to the town and its occupants, a simple bi-
nary of nature/culture. Meehan's flowing descriptions of the swamp are 
contrasted with environment within the town, the "tankstands and kennels 
and the corrugated roofs" (SW191).  
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Rod Giblett, in Postmodern Wetlands, writes that: "Wetlands – 
swamps, marshes, mires, morasses, bogs, lagoons, sloughs, shallow lakes 
and estuaries, etc. – have been seen by many in 'the west' as places of 
darkness, disease and death, horror and the uncanny, melancholy and the 
monstrous – in short, as black waters."14 Despite Meehan's evocative de-
scriptions of the swamp, and the attachment to place of the rabbiter, for the 
other two characters that venture to the swamp, Amanda and Lucille, it re-
mains an ominous place, not the least because of the rabbiter's naïve yet 
menacing sexuality. For the English saxophonist Amanda particularly, it is a 
frightening place, "her old dread at the country's emptiness replaced by the 
new muffling sense of its dreadful opposite" (SW80). Amanda demands to 
be taken "home": "It's too open. Too wild. It's too unmade. It's just too aw-
ful” (SW81). For her rejection of the swamp, Amanda is rewarded with the 
sparkling toothed Freddie. As Giblett notes, "the pejorative attitude to wet-
lands" was used in Shakespeare's Tempest when Caliban curses Pros-
pero:  "All the infections that the sun sucks up, From bogs, fens, flats, on 
Prosper fall, and make him, By inch-meal a disease!”15 The association of 
wetlands with disease led to the draining of fens in England and similar pro-
jects within Australia. One third of the wetlands in Victoria have vanished, 
shrinking from an area of 725 600 hectares to 531 200 hectares.16 There is 
little sense in the novel of the dangers such places as the swamp face from 
clearing, agricultural run off, pest species and salinity. 

The rabbiter is further allied with nature by the attitudes of the towns-
people, who consider him a spirit on which they can lay blame: 

 
After a time, though, everyone got used to the idea of this wild kid liv-
ing on his own out by the edge of the swamp. At times it was even 
useful to have someone like the rabbiter around, whom people could 
blame for just about anything that went wrong this side of the actual 
weather … If anything was missing or a sheep was found dead in a 
paddock from some mysterious cause, or if anything was smashed 
around the town, all wider doubts and worries about the nature of the 
world could be laid to rest just by raising the ragged spectre of the kid 
out at the swamp. (SW35) 

 
For the townspeople, the "ragged kid … tamed the mysteries of the uni-
verse by offering to the confused and helpless a ready ear to clip" (SW35). 
The rabbiter acts as a force of nature for the town: 
 

The rabbiter was careful not too do to much damage, for he had long 
known how to work within the perverse sway of Nature, learned to 
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work in delicate harmony with Time and Age and Wear and Tear, and 
never to stray too far, in all his creative toil, beyond what folks might 
see as the normal sway of Bad Luck and Ill Fortune and What a 
Damned Nuisance and Them's Tricks and I'll Be Buggered. (SW114)  

 
In keeping with this alliance with natural forces, the rabbiter at times ap-
proaches an ecological understanding of reality, his "ideas”, where he 
"thinks about the way the whole thing fits together":  
 

Well it always seemed to me, right from when I were just a little tacker, 
that people hereabouts just don't know much. About the swamp, for 
instance. They don't go near the swamp much at all. Except to wreck 
things or dump things. They're always busy, always doing something. 
Cutting, clearing, ploughing, building, carting. Me, I sit. By the swamp. 
And watch. (SW128) 

 
It is at times like this that the Rabbitter approaches the awareness of Cabel 
Singh. And the rabbiter believes it his mission to teach this ecological 
awareness to the town's people. The way he chooses to do so is to cause 
"wrinkles.” Joseph Meeker, in his classic study of tragedy and comedy, The 
Comedy of Survival, contends that the comic offers an alternative to the 
dominant tradition of Western thought, the tragedy.17 He suggests that the 
Greek tragic mode reflects belief in anthropocentric superiority and conflict 
with the environment and offers the comic mode as an ecological, more 
adaptable, evolutionary and humble alternative. The rabbiter represents 
this mode. 

Unfortunately, the character of the rabbiter does not sustain this mode. 
He is also an Australian Adam and Stormy Weather draws on the myth of 
the Fall, a myth that has particular ramifications for ecocriticism. There is a 
perceived opposition between 'culture' and 'nature', presented as a domi-
nant, biased and antagonistic relationship, engrained in the language of 
Western culture. I suggest that this opposition is reflected in, and adversely 
influences, our treatment of the ecosphere. The mythic origins of this oppo-
sition are manifest in the Fall narrative, the separation of humanity from na-
ture at the same time as the acquisition of experience, or language. As 
Kevin Hart suggests, in The Trespass of the Sign, it is a move from "the 
perfect congruence of the sign and referent to the gap between the word 
and object."18 The rabbiter meets Eve in the form of Amanda, and this 
leads to his rejection of the garden, the swamp. Concurrently, he becomes 
interested in written language for the first time: “Black marks. Writing. The 
rabbiter wondered yet again why it seemed to mean so much to people. As 
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though the marks on the page meant so much more than the fellow's own 
words, as he stood there, flesh and blood, at the bar.” (SW59) It is this cu-
riosity, in the power of representation of language, which leads ultimately to 
his fall. In the end of the novel, his acquisition of language is represented 
by the compere's gift to him of all his "old leather books full of writing" 
(SW202). Curiously, in his acceptance of this gift, the rabbiter, who in the 
beginning of the novel plays trick on travellers by convincing them they are 
not yet at the right train stop and sending them up the line to Ultimo, is re-
deemed possibly by the act of informing the compere that the train was 
"never going to come" (SW202). 

The move from the feminine semiotic to the masculine Symbolic is a 
move from a pre- or trans-linguistic state to that which has language, and 
this move mirrors the Fall. In Stormy Weather, the swamp is a feminised 
space, associated with the Rabbiter's mother. It is described in tropes of 
fertility and liquidity. It is telling that the rabbiter leaves the swamp for a 
combination of the feminine, inspired by Amanda, and for the father, repre-
sented by the compere. Meehan makes the association with the compere 
and the role of father explicit. Mr Barrington says that he has been: "Like a 
father. To all of us" (SW160), and several times alludes to the Roman pun-
ishment for patricide, to sew up the offender in a sack with a monkey, ser-
pent, and a scorpion, and drop them in the ocean (SW25 and 151). 

In this Shakespeare inspired novel, all the world’s a stage, the charac-
ters all only living to perform. They do not demonstrate the topophilia of 
characters in The Salt of Broken Tears, and instead are totally removed 
from the place in which they find themselves.19 The only character who be-
longs in the town is the publican’s wife. For the others, place is only some-
where for them to play out their psychological games; like the play of the 
postmodern, trapped in symbolic and linguistic games. 

There is more to this novel than this brief examination allows, particu-
larly the Balt's experience of the Sondercommando and the Latvian holo-
caust, yet nature never raises its self from the main drama's backdrop. In 
The Salt of Broken Tears nature has a much stronger presence, and is not 
defined by the character's opposition to it, but in its indifference to them. 
Meehan offers in the boy, the rabbiter, and Cabel Singh examples of Aus-
tralian fictional characters that present a more environmentally harmonious 
way of living. In terms of Buell’s criteria, The Salt of Broken Tears does 
convey a sense of accountability to the environment. Stormy Weather, on 
the other hand, is evidence of a more typical anthropocentric text where 
place is merely a backdrop, a stage on which characters enact imagined 
and symbolic dramas. Worse, it rewards the text’s Adam, the rabbiter, for 
his rejection of nature with the promise of both sex and language. By 
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Buell’s 1995 definitions, it cannot be considered to be an environmental 
text. However, Stormy Weather is an ‘environmental novel’ in that it is a 
sustained exercise in place-making, a process important to writers in a sto-
len country. It alludes to the social landscape overlaid on and intertwined 
with the geographic landscape. It is a document of memory, of evocation, 
of aesthetics and as such, works well. 

To be fair to Buell, in the last decade he has amended these defini-
tions. In his more recent work, The Future of Environmental Criticism, he 
notes that it is more productive “to think inclusively of environmentality as a 
property of any text – to maintain that all human artefacts bear such traces, 
and at several stages: in the composition, the embodiment and the recep-
tion.”20 The world is always there, and as he notes, “All inquiry into artistic 
rendition of physical environments must sooner or later reckon with the 
meta-question of how to construe the relation between the world of the text 
and the world of historical or lived experience.”21 This postmodern sleight, 
however, renders any definition untenable. Whilst I agree with Buell that 
ecocriticism is most useful when it seeks to discover the underlying envi-
ronmental concerns of ostensibly non-ecological works,22 there are texts 
whose underlying concerns are decidedly un-environmental. The act of 
scrutiny, of examining these concerns, does not make them an ‘environ-
mental text’. In the end, it is not any judgement of the environmental lean-
ings of a text that is important; it is the process of interrogation that matters, 
in literature as in other aspects of life. 

Deakin University  
gregp@deakin.edu.au 

NOTES 

 

Nicholas Chevalier's painting "Mallee Scrub, Murray River" (National Gallery of Aus-
tralia) is reproduced by permission from the Pictures Collection of the National Li-
brary of Australia (nla.pic-an2962212-v). 

 
1 Michael Meehan, The Salt of Broken Tears (Sydney: Random House, 1999); 

Meehan, Stormy Weather (Sydney: Random House, 2000). All references to these 
texts hereafter will be by (S) and (SW) respectively. 

2 Lawrence Buell, The Environmental Imagination (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1995). 

3 Buell, Environmental Imagination, pp. 7-8. He suggests "The non-human environ-
ment is not merely present as a framing device but as a presence that begins to 



Greg Pritchard    ░ 74 

 

suggest that human history is implicated in natural history. 2. The human interest 
is not understood to be the only legitimate interest… 3. Human accountability to 
the environment is part of the text's ethical orientation. [And]… 4. Some sense of 
the environment as a process rather than as a constant or a given at least implicit 
in the text." 

4 Buell, Environmental Imagination, pp. 252-3. 
5 Ian Anderson, 'Black suffering, white wash', Arena, 5, (1993), pp. 23-5. 
6 John Green, 'The Salt of Human Tears (Review)', Booklist  97:16 (April 15, 2001), 

p. 16. 
7 Terri Gitsham Allen, Wyperfeld: The History of Station and Settlement (Hopetoun: 

TG Allen, 1975), p. 8. 
8 Personal discussion with Michael Meehan, Horsham, 2001. 
9 John Shaw Nielson, “Poor, Poor Country”, (date accessed 28. 3. 2005) 

http://www.middlemiss.org/lit/authors/neilsonjs/poetry/ poorpoorcountry.html. 
10 Tim Bonyhady, The Colonial Earth (Carlton, Victoria: Miegunyah Press, 2000). 
11 Agnes Hilton, The Mallee Pioneers of Hopetoun (Hopetoun, Victoria; Hopetoun 

House, 1982), p. 32. 
12 Hilton, Mallee Pioneers, p. 32. 
13 Greta Gaard and Patrick Murphy (eds), Ecofeminist Literary Criticism (Chicago: 

University of Illinois Press, 1998), p. 24. 
14 R. Giblett, Postmodern Wetlands (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996), 

p. xi. 
15 William Shakespeare, The Complete Works of William Shakespeare (London: 

Abbey Library, Undated), p. 18. 
16 Andreas Glanznig, “Native Vegetation Clearance, Habitat Loss and Biodiversity 

Decline, an overview of recent native vegetation clearance in Australia and its im-
plications for biodiversity”, Biodiversity Series, Paper No. 6 Biodiversity Unit, 
(1995), http://www.deh.gov.au/biodiversity/publications/series/paper6/biovic.html 
(accessed 21.3.05). 

17 Joseph W. Meeker, The Comedy of Survival (New York: Charles Scribner and 
Sons, 1972). 

18 Kevin Hart, The Trespass of the Sign: Deconstruction, Theology and Philosophy 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 5. 

19 Yi Fu Tuan, Topophilia (New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1974). 
20 Lawrence Buell, The Future of Environmental Criticism (Malden: Blackwell, 2005), 

p.25. 
21 Buell, Environmental Criticism, p. 35. 
22 Buell, Environmental Criticism, p. 35. 


