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A STRANGER COMES TO TOWN. AN ENTRENCHED WAY OF LIFE IS 
disrupted by the arrival of an alien other. In a literary context, the 
arrival signals an impending antagonism that will foster some sort of 
dramatic conflict. In an Australian context, it also reflects the comm-
encement of the colonial enterprise and the intercultural conflict at 
the heart of the nation‟s historical narrative. When a work of Aust-
ralian literature takes „a stranger comes to town‟ as its dramatic 
foundation, then, we may justifiably read the work as, on some level, 
a commentary on Australia itself — and all the more so when that 
foundation is literalised, when a locale that physically and socially 
resembles Australia as a whole is visited by an alien other. Thus, just 
as Australia itself is geographically isolated from the remainder of 
the world, and was among the last of the New World territories to 
be colonised, and has experienced cyclical prosperity and poverty in 
step with the boom and bust of natural resource exploitation, so 
those towns that most resemble the nation at large are similarly iso-
lated from the remainder of the country, and are among the last 
vestiges of the nation to be settled, and have taken advantage of a 
boom in natural resources and suffered when it ended. Far from the 
cosmopolitan and urban centres of the east, far across the lifeless 
outback severing east from west, Australian literature gives rise to 
two such towns in the most distant regions of the state of Western 
Australia. Deep in the red sands of the western deserts lies the epo-
nymous ex-prospecting outpost of Randolph Stow‟s Tourmaline and 
down on the state‟s rugged southwest coast is the ex-whaling hub of 
Angelus in Tim Winton‟s The Turning. 

The best days of both towns are long behind them. The death 
knell sounded for Angelus when whaling was outlawed in Australia 
and the fate of Tourmaline was sealed when its gold deposits ran 
dry. But the absolute disappearance of resources in both towns has 
not occasioned an equally absolute disappearance of human inhabi-
tants, and I want to consider here the psychological impact and the 
behavioural consequences of the loss of communal stability upon 
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those people who have remained in these communities. Aside from 
tracing a hitherto unidentified dialogue between two important 
works of Australian literature that have so far not received the criti-
cal attention they deserve, my purpose in doing this is to illustrate 
how both Tourmaline and The Turning make use of some core con-
cepts in psychoanalytical theory in order to advance a commentary 
on race relations in Australia. To that end, I first want to observe 
the behaviour of the inhabitants of a town whose steady decay has 
left them traumatised, withdrawn from their physical surroundings, 
imprisoned by their memories of the past and thus essentially para-
lysed and unable to fully inhabit the present, and I then want to use 
those observations to uncover the psychological basis of this with-
drawal and paralysis, the means of its perpetuation, and the ways in 
which a confrontation with an alien other can disrupt it and thereby 
provide an escape from it. However, since both Stow and Winton 
take white Australians living in proximity to indigenous Australians 
as the protagonists of their respective works, I also want to frame 
this alien otherness in racial terms in order to consider how each 
author uses Australian race relations as a tool with which to chall-
enge and ultimately criticise the white Australian experience in gen-
eral — an experience characterised largely by the destructive solips-
ism towards which extends the psychological state of melancholy. 
 
 

Reflection, Melancholy, and Solipsism 
 
“REFLECTION,” ACCORDING TO THE PSYCHOANALYST WOLF LE-
penies, provides an “incentive to become melancholic” (180). Mem-
ory, then, is the starting point of a journey whose destination is a 
state of melancholy, and that state comes to dominate both Tourm-
aline and The Turning as they illustrate the truth of Lepenies‟ claim. 
„Reflection,‟ in both works, is not simply a performative act but is 
instead an ongoing practice in which each work‟s protagonist is per-
petually engaged and around which both works therefore construct 
their narratives. Consequently, as melancholic protagonists reflect 
upon the origins of their state of being, they make these two works 
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themselves melancholic and allow readers to explore the nature of 
melancholy by experiential rather than purely descriptive means. 

The protagonist of Tourmaline is an elderly police officer known 
only as “the Law” (8), a man almost alone in his ability to recall the 
glory days of the Tourmaline gold rush that ended long before many 
of the town‟s other residents were even born. The novel takes the 
form of a document written in the hand of the Law himself; he calls 
it his “testament” (117) and uses it both to record his reflections on 
the history of Tourmaline and to situate the town‟s more recent 
developments in the context of those reflections. He cannot survey 
the parched desert landscape without contrasting it with the land of 
plenty he knew in his distant childhood (8), and he cannot remark 
on the ruinous state of the public infrastructure without recalling a 
time when its upkeep signified the seemingly boundless prosperity 
of the town (34). Put simply, he cannot look at Tourmaline in the 
present day and see anything but the town he knew in the past, and 
in this respect he shares a kinship with Vic Lang, the protagonist of 
nine of the seventeen short stories in The Turning, whose wife, Gail, 
bluntly but accurately identifies the same condition of temporal dis-
location in her husband. To some extent, one might think of Vic as 
the son of the Law, as a man who suffers the same afflictions by 
transmission. During his childhood and early adolescence, his father 
was the chief police officer of Angelus, but the increasing despon-
dency of the town compelled him to abandon it altogether and to 
abandon his family in the process. This abandonment forced Vic, in 
his early teens, to take care of his ill mother and thus to assume his 
father‟s place as the man of the house, and it leaves him now, in 
middle age, continually comparing his father‟s behaviour towards his 
mother with his own behaviour towards Gail — particularly when 
he attempts to articulate what amounts to his own reflective testa-
ment (299-317). But Gail recognises in Vic‟s testament what he can-
not see at all: that, in reflection, he does not merely recollect a van-
ished world but also attempts to relocate to it even as he remains in 
the world at hand. “You‟re stuck, Vic,” she tells him. “Do you real-
ise that every vivid experience in your life comes from your adoles-
cence? ... You‟re trapped in it. Nothing you do now holds your att-
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ention like the past” (302). Of course he is not trapped in the past 
quite so literally as the Law, who spends his days living inside the 
crumbling town gaol, referring to himself as the “prisoner of my 
ruined tower” (10), as well as spending his nights admiring the 
overhead stars whose light is already decades old by the time it 
touches his eyes (7). Nevertheless, even if to varying degrees, both 
of these men almost endlessly engage in the practice of reflection 

and in doing so they provide themselves with the incentive to be-
come melancholic. 

That they both go on to embrace that incentive is as evident in 

The Turning as it is in Tourmaline. Less evident, however, and thus 
worth considering, are the consequences of the embrace — of be-
coming melancholic — which neither Vic nor the Law foresee in 

advance of their immersion in reflection and which neither one is 
able now to recognise. That is to say that by their immersion in re-
flection, they come to imbibe a psychological poison which contamin-

ates their everyday behaviour — and contaminates it in such a way 
as to blind them to the causes of the contamination as well as to the 
contamination itself. This poison, of course, is the poison of melan-

choly. Melancholia, as Sigmund Freud defines it (237-258), is a state 
of such withdrawal from the world and into the self that it essentially 
paralyses those who enter it, leaving them unable either to escape it 
or to articulate their experience of it. Melancholy, however, is a state 

of similar withdrawal but one of diluted power, a state entailing an 
engagement with the world sufficient to allow one to act against and 
articulate an experience of melancholia but not sufficient to allow 

any such action or articulation to remain untainted by the exper i-
ence. To suggest, then, that the reflective practices of Vic Lang and 
the Law plunge them both into a melancholic state, and to suggest 

as much after having noted that both Tourmaline and The Turning 
each allow their protagonists to articulate those reflective practices, 
is to suggest by extension that those protagonists simultaneously 

speak of the disruption of a state of melancholia and speak from the 
state of melancholy into which the disruption has transferred them. 
Both men, in reflection, encase themselves in a sort of temporal 

bubble by divorcing themselves from the present moment and en-
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trenching themselves in the past, and so they behave in the present as 
if it was the past rather than as part of a progression into an unknow-
able future. At some point, however, both men are forced to con-
front the incompatibility of their past with the present when they 
behold an event so completely of the present moment that it is utterly 
incomprehensible to them and pulls them out of reflection, shows 
them their behaviour whilst in reflection, and then abandons them 
to comprehend the present moment by reflecting on their earlier 
reflection and attempting to articulate their experiences whilst in it. 

In other words, the respective melancholic states of the Law 
and Vic Lang assume a similar teleology, originating from a sus-
tained entrenchment in the melancholia of the past and then diluting 
into melancholy when an incontrovertibly present event forces that 
entrenchment to cease — which, while consistent with Lepenies‟ 
characterisation of melancholy, is also an elaboration on it. Just as 
reflection provides an incentive to become melancholic, Lepenies 
contends, so those circumstances that prohibit or are otherwise not 
conducive to reflection thereby provide a disincentive to become melan-
cholic (180). Such circumstances are obviously those in which a 
melancholic individual is driven by force into a state of action. Since 
action is, for Lepenies, essentially a state of physical labour, melan-
cholic reflection is largely if not exclusively the preserve of those 
whose economic situation allows for prolonged inactivity. But this 
seems to me to be too simplistic a definition of „action.‟ I would 
suggest, rather, that the concept of „action‟ extends to any state in 
which an individual is driven by force to act, whether that be an 
economic force that demands a prolonged period of physical labour 
for the purpose of economic gain or, as in Tourmaline and The Turn-
ing, an environmental force that disarms an individual by confront-
ing him with an unfamiliar situation or an unexpected event to 
which he must quickly accustom himself. I have already indicated 
that the event in question in both of these works is the white Aust-
ralian‟s encounter with the indigenous Australian as an alien other; 
but, before considering why that event should disarm Vic Lang and 
the Law so as to pull them out of their entrenchment in the past, we 
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must first understand the nature of the past in which they have  
entrenched themselves. 

By positioning melancholic reflection as a practice exclusive to 
those who can afford the time to reflect, Lepenies implicitly sugg-
ests that an individual physically at rest will enter a state of reflection 
almost by psychological default. If this were strictly so, however, 
„royalty‟ would be synonymous with „catatonia,‟ as those most eco-
nomically capable of rest and thus of reflection would drift further 
and further away from the present and into the past until over-
whelmed by the paralysis of total, absolute melancholia. It therefore 
seems to me that such reflection is not a state into which one ineluct-
ably drifts so much as a state into which one must be driven — and 
driven, as Freud suggests, by the loss of a love-object (237-258). When 
one holds in high value an object that is abruptly made absent — when 
a cherished possession is stolen, or when a close friend passes away — 
the loss compels one to overwhelmingly reflect on the era prior to the 
loss itself, and thus to attempt to reclaim the lost love-object. Yet 
this reclamation, being impossible, inevitably fails and so only serves 
to strengthen one‟s reflective tendencies. 

What, then, are the lost love-objects of the Law and Vic Lang? 
Immediately apparent is that both men reflect on a past in which an 
object now absent was present: for the Law, the gold of Tourmaline; 
for Vic, the father whose presence at home in Angelus stabilised 
both his family and his town. But to identify those as the lost love-
objects of these men is to glance over what has truly been lost, since 
these objects do not seem to hold such powerful sway over either 
man as would drive him to the reflective depths he reaches — and, 
more importantly, neither object has been lost absolutely. In Tourma-
line, for instance, the Law learns that the town remains flush with 
hitherto undiscovered gold, and in The Turning it emerges that Vic 
and his family live within driving distance of where his father now 
resides. What these men have truly lost has therefore been lost in 
conjunction with these objects but is not itself an object. What they 
have lost is a part of themselves, a part of their identity. How can 
this be? By being loved, Freud argues, a love-object is not only held 
in high value by those who love it but is also used to hold a fragment 



366 A BITTER HERITAGE 

 

of those who love it. To love is to invest oneself in what is loved 
and to essentially deny the love-object an existence independent of 
oneself, so that one then loses a part of oneself when that love-
object is also lost. The loss of a love-object thus entails a loss of 
personal identity, for the Law and Vic Lang as much as for anyone 
else. In the case of the Law, he became the Law by assuming respon-
sibility for upholding the law in Tourmaline only when the prosperi-
ty of the town was such that it warranted both the attention of the 
authorities of the state of Western Australia and inclusion in the 
official statistical and legislative documentation thereof (34). In be-
coming the Law, then, he invested himself in a position of authority 
that was itself invested in the prosperity of the land, so that the loss 
of that prosperity afflicted him with a consequent loss of authority 
and thus of identity: he may remain the Law of Tourmaline, but, as 
he says, “there is no [statutory] law in Tourmaline: this is known 
here” (10). Indeed, ersatz authority in Tourmaline is now invested in 
the tyrant Kestrel, owner of the Tourmaline Hotel, who wields his 
authority by guaranteeing the abundance of the commodity with 
which the townsfolk have replaced their gold: namely, alcohol. As 
for Vic Lang, much like the Law, what he has really lost is that part 
of himself that he invested in the stability his father brought to his 
home and his town — the father whose presence allowed Vic, in his 
adolescence, to foster an individual identity independent of his father, 
but whose absence then demanded that Vic relinquish that identity 
to fill his father‟s shoes and so, in a sense, to become him. And 
while this assumption of his father‟s identity was primarily con-
ducted in a domestic sense in the family home, it was, most memor-
ably for Vic, also conducted in the social sphere of Angelus at large: 
in one instance, when “his old man was beginning to go to pieces” 
(312), his father ordered him to play the role of police officer by 
demanding that Vic apprehend and then forcibly restrain an Aborig-
inal boy of his own age who had just committed theft. 

But if Vic began to lose himself at that moment and the Law 
began to lose himself when the gold in Tourmaline dried up, we 
must differentiate between the losing of a love-object and the actual 
loss of it — between loss as a process and loss as a finality — each of 
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which, it seems to me, produces a different effect in those whose loss 
has driven them into melancholia. Freud contends, as noted, that the 
essence of melancholia is the impossibility of the attempt to reclaim 
the lost love-object in the wake of its loss: this is the phenomenon I 
have referred to here as the entrenchment of the individual in the 
past by which he behaves in the present as if it was the past. Following 
Freud, but ultimately breaking with him, Nicolas Abraham and M a-
ria Torok contend that the essence of melancholia is not the inabili-
ty to reclaim the lost love-object so much as the trauma occasioned 
by the loss itself (125-138). To lose an object in which one has in-
vested oneself, they argue, is to suffer a split in one ‟s self whereby 
the anguished self that acknowledges the irrevocability of the loss is 
effectively concealed, entombed within the second, more public self 
that erects a pretence of not being anguished at all — even though 
the poisonous effects of that pretence on ordinary speech and beha-
viour in fact bring the entombed self into view.1 

Of course, we cannot simultaneously identify the essence of 
melancholia as both the trauma of a lost love-object that entombs a 
split self and the failure to reclaim a lost love-object that entrenches 
one in the past. To do so would be to suggest, paradoxically, that 
melancholia originates, equally and simultaneously, in the moment 
the love-object is lost and in the period following the loss. But my 
purpose in differentiating between the losing of a love-object and 
the loss of a love-object is to separate the development of melancholia 
from the perpetuation of melancholia, and so to suggest, following 
Abraham and Torok, that the melancholia experienced by the Law 
and Vic Lang develops from a split in self occasioned by the long, 
drawn-out, and thus traumatic losing of a love-object, and is there-
after, following Freud, perpetuated by the failed attempt to reclaim 
the love-object that has been lost. I want to suggest, as well, that the 
attempt to reclaim the lost love-object fails not because it is irre-
trievably lost, but only because the split in self leaves each man con-

                                                                 
1 Abraham and Torok define this development as „incorporation,‟ “the refusal 
to reclaim as our own the part of ourselves that we placed in what we lost” (127). 
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vinced that his love-object is irretrievably lost, and thereby convinces 
him in advance that any attempt to reclaim it will inevitably be futile 
and that reflection is the only viable palliative to such overwhelming 
futility. The Law knew that he would lose his identity as an authority 
when Tourmaline‟s gold dried up, but he gradually buried this 
knowledge inside himself so that, when the gold was gone at last, he 
maintained the pretence of authority even as he lost the reality of it. 
Vic Lang likewise knew that he would lose his independent identity 
when his father eventually abandoned him, but he too gradually 
buried this knowledge deep within himself so that, when his father 
finally left, he maintained the pretence of independence from the 
man even as his father now infects his relationship with Gail. Both 
men acknowledge and anticipate the alteration in identity and beha-
viour that the loss of a love-object will produce in them, but the 
trauma of anticipation splits their selves and entombs the self that 
anticipated. Consequently, when the love-object is finally lost, they 
convince themselves that they could not have anticipated nor been 
altered by the loss, even as they unconsciously attempt to remedy it 
by encasing themselves in the temporal bubble of the era prior to the 
loss and thus in melancholia. 

That bubble is for each man the town in which he is psycho-
logically situated. The arrival of a stranger is what frees both of 
them from the melancholic towns they inhabit — permanently in 
one instance, but only temporarily in the other. 
 
 

White Selves, Black Others 
 
MUCH AS THE LAW EXISTS IN A TEMPORAL BUBBLE IN TOURMA-
line, so Tourmaline exists in a bubble of its own: the absence of tem-
poral specifications in the novel implicitly encourages readers to 
assume that the narrative takes place contemporaneous with its publi-
cation in 1963. Thus preceding by four years the 1967 referendum at 
which a strictly non-indigenous Australian electorate approved a 
constitutional amendment that would grant equal citizenship rights 
to indigenous Australians, Tourmaline is situated in a context of legis-
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latively enforced social stratification along racial lines, and is, more-
over, narrated by a man who can never have known a social context 
other than one so stratified and whose position as „the Law‟ de-
mands that he uphold it. Formally, then, white Australians in Tour-
maline hold indigenous Australians at their mercy and, informally, 
they also hold them in contempt. The white townsfolk are simply 
puzzled, rather than genuinely concerned, that “there‟s hardly been 
a kid born in the [Aboriginal] camp for years” (68) and that the local 
indigenous population is slowly dying out, and indeed the Law refers 
to the death of one of the local indigenous men as “not [a death] of 
importance” (9). This is not to suggest that the white townsfolk 
consciously pursue a racist agenda against the welfare of the indige-
nous townsfolk, but rather that racism is now and has always been a 
characteristic of the status quo in Tourmaline and, more particularly, 
a characteristic of the past on whose terms the Law now behaves in 
the present. Given this situation, it is unsurprising that the event 
whose incomprehensibility pulls him out of the past and into the 
present is one that does more than threaten this racist status quo: it 
occurs as if racism has never characterised the status quo in Tourma-
line at all. 

A stranger comes to town. He gives himself the name Michael 
Random, professes to be a diviner, and then uses his talent for divi-
nation to rediscover gold in Tourmaline. In so doing, however, he 
again alters the local source of prosperity and thereby makes a claim 
for the authority held by Kestrel, just as Kestrel himself earlier 
claimed the Law‟s authority when the local source of prosperity fell 
into his hands. Eventually, then, Random and Kestrel come to 
blows, but the townsfolk of Tourmaline stand in support of Ran-
dom and drive Kestrel out of town — and by „townsfolk‟ I mean 
the townsfolk as a singular unit with no regard for the racial differ-
ences that previously divided them, for it is a new spirit of unques-
tioning racial equality that characterises their support for Random 
and shocks the Law out of his slumber. In the wake of Kestrel‟s 
flight, the Law learns that, in much the same way that the white 
townsfolk of Tourmaline have come to view Random as a sort of 
prophet, the indigenous townsfolk believe him to be their equivalent 
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of a messiah (134). Upon learning this, the Law realises that when 
he earlier encountered „old Gloria,‟ an elderly woman from the Abo-
riginal camp on the outskirts of town, he was in fact encountering 
Random‟s chief priestess — a priestess with whose assistance Ran-
dom was able to build a social movement of racial equality which he 
validates when Kestrel departs. Inside the Tourmaline Hotel, Kes-
trel snuffs out the lights; outside, flames stoked by Random flicker 
in the dark; and there, the Law is astonished to see Random app-
roaching old Gloria, who sits in the dirt, and stooping “to help old 
Gloria to her feet” (115) as if she deserved his reverence rather than 
the other way around. Kestrel leaves town only moments later, and 
in his absence the old order of social stratification along racial lines is 
replaced by Random‟s new order of non-discrimination. In other 
words, the past is replaced by a present so unintelligible to the Law 
that it shocks him out of his melancholia and dilutes that melancho-
lia into a state of melancholy from which he attempts to articulate 
the reflective practices that paralysed him and made the present un-
intelligible in the first place. “On that night,” says the Law, “I began 
to write my testament” (117). 

It is worth noting just how comprehensibly he articulates his 
experiences as well as noting the way in which his articulation con-
cludes, since in both respects his attempt at articulation differs from 
the attempt Vic Lang makes after he too is torn from the past and 
thrown into the present. Vic struggles to speak aloud to his wife of 
the event that disrupted his melancholia, such that in her subsequent 
discussion of the incident with a friend, she suggests that Vic articu-
lated nothing of any meaningful substance. “What did he say?” her 
friend asks, to which she replies: “Nothing, actually” (315). But even 
if Vic cannot make that „nothing‟ comprehensible for either himself 
or Gail, it is very much something: an encounter, in middle age, with 
the brother of the Aboriginal boy his father made him apprehend in 
his youth, and therefore an encounter with a present moment in-
comprehensible to him as he inhabits the present on the terms of 
the past. The boy is no longer a boy at all, but is now a “big, lanky 
bugger” (300-301) who, in contrast to Vic in his melancholia, is exu-
berant, laughing, “slapping his thigh” (301), “cheerful” (312) — 
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although Vic regards him as “cocky” (312). The man appears to be 
more psychologically stable than Vic and of comparable profession-
alism — he is a school teacher while Vic is a lawyer — and so he in 
turn appears to have acquired a level of social superiority over Vic in 
light of the difficulties that such indigenous men must face in their 
struggle to achieve those sorts of successes. “He must be the only 
blackfella I knew who made it through school,” says Vic, in words 
of acclaim but in a tone of resentment. “Just think of the odds. In 
our day, in that town. The others‟ll be dead or in jail. Making it to 
forty‟s an achievement” (300-301) — all the while disregarding the 
fact that he has not even attempted to inquire after „the others.‟ 
Then, finally, having shared with Gail the story of his encounter, Vic 
admits to the paralysis of his melancholia: “I almost hugged the guy 
and congratulated him for being a big success,” he tells her, “but I 
fudged it. It suddenly got too... complicated” (301). 

In making this frank admission, he implicitly, if unwittingly, 
demonstrates that he has been broken out of his melancholia and 
that his confrontation with this man is what broke him out of it. 
While Gail may then believe he has said “nothing, actually,” this is 
not true: he does say something, albeit not in the substance of his 
articulation so much as in the act of it. But why should this confron-
tation have so disarmed him? Because, like the Law, Vic assumes 
that the status quo during the period of his trauma — in which he 
was literally placed in a position of social and physical superiority 
over an indigenous child who shared his town — will be the status quo 
forevermore after the period of that trauma. But, post-1967, in an era 
of ostensible racial equality, it is no longer true that white Australians 
are superior to indigenous Australians, and it is indeed the case that 
indigenous Australians can achieve successes superior to those of 
white Australians — yet of course Vic does not psychologically in-
habit this era until it confronts him with its incomprehensibility and 
compels him, under the force of unfamiliarity, to begin to inhabit it. 

In this way, Vic, like the Law, is granted an escape from melan-
cholia, but his response to the possibility of that escape is very diff-
erent to the response of the Law. Vic simply cannot bear the burden 
of melancholia while this Aboriginal man enjoys a happier life than 
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he does, so he aggressively pursues some source of happiness for 
himself; and even if, after a fashion, he finds happiness — his story 
closes with the words “he was happy” (317) — he finds it only in 
his aggression, which does not make it genuine. He takes up a gun 
to go skeet-shooting with a friend, and when he hits his targets he 
“[feels] his face crease into a smile” (317). He did not expect that 
shooting the gun would make him feel this way — the very thought 
of the gun itself made him anxious — and yet, when he pulls the 
trigger, he finds it “strangely untroubling in its pointlessness” be-
cause, he believes, “nothing got hurt” (317). But to hold this belief 
he must dismiss the truth that, much as his attempt to articulate his 
experiences in melancholia was meaningful as an act despite his 
meaningless words, his firing of the gun is hurtful as an act despite 
nothing being hurt by the bullets. The bullets may not spill blood, 
but they scatter his psyche with buckshot: the last time he held a 
gun was when his family was still intact and he has “never touched a 
weapon since... the old man ran away and took the rifle with him” 
(317), so that, when he touches one now, he is physically taking grip 
of the past in which he was only so recently entrenched. In so doing, 
he rejects the escape from melancholia that emerged from his confront-
ation with the Aboriginal man. He could again attempt to make intelli-
gible the discrepancy between the past he inhabits and the present 
moment into which that man pulls him, but he does not. Instead, he 
attempts to match a black man‟s visible happiness by mimicking the 
false happiness of the historical white man: by revelling in spirited 
but pointless destruction in the belief that it will not damage his 
soul. The words “he was happy” (317) thus illustrate his physical 
appearance more than they illuminate his emotional state: his so-
called happiness is little more than the mask of a smile that conceals 
his re-embrace of the incentive to become melancholic. 

And as for the Law of Tourmaline? He could follow Vic Lang 
in making a flight from freedom, he could stand opposed to Ran-
dom‟s new order of racial equality, he could dispute it and demonise 
it and despair of its foolishness — and, for a while, he does do these 
things. But eventually, if only gradually, he accepts it, participates in 
it, and finally surrenders himself to it: he is touched by the commun-
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al spirit of what amounts to an indigenous corroboree or „increase 
ceremony‟ in which almost all the townsfolk, black and white, con-
gregate around Michael Random and essentially worship the earth 
and the elements in an effort to maximise the renewed prosperity of 
those forces (129-149). And even when Random, like Kestrel, is 
driven out of town and Kestrel returns to reclaim his place, it is tacit-
ly understood that Kestrel‟s old order cannot return with him and 
that the Law would challenge it if somehow it did return; for, unlike 
Vic Lang, the Law ultimately indulges in his freedom from the past in 
order to engage in an act of creation, not an act of destruction, 
which reflects his psychological transition from one era to another. 
He concludes his testament with the very words with which he 
opens it — “I say we have a bitter heritage, but that is not to run it 
down” (7) — but those words, when reprised, now bear the trace of 
Random‟s ecstatic elemental ceremony insofar as they have meta-
morphosed from prose into poetry, and from poetry into a reveren-
tial song of the land: 
 

Beware of my testament! 
(Ah, my New Holland; my gold, my darling.) 
I say we have a bitter heritage. 
That is not to run it down. (174) 

 
But that was in 1963, when a testament of the practical implementa-
tion of an ideal such as racial equality in small-town Australia was 
something for Australia at large to beware, since it offered a forth-
right rebuke to the status quo of the national culture. But having writt-
en this testament almost fifty years ago, would the Law still lace his 
words with such ecstasy if he had survived those decades to inhabit 
the present era? I suspect not, since the situation he sketches out in 
his testament, if not one of reconciliation for longstanding injustices, 
is at least one of conciliation that advances a relationship of mutual 
respect between white and indigenous Australians in the absence of 
an official call for it — a situation that did not even begin to crystall-
ise in the real world until long after the Law set it down on paper, 
leaving him, in hindsight, over-optimistic about the likelihood of a 
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broader shift in Australian race relations in his own lifetime. For this 
reason I suspect that if the Law were to inhabit the present era, con-
trary to maintaining his ecstasy, he would be so embittered at the 
pace and extent of the social shift he foresaw in Tourmaline as to 
place himself more in accord with Vic Lang than he would have in 
1963, at least to the extent that Vic illustrates, by his actions if not 
his words, how the destructive solipsism with which white Australi-
an settlers conquered the country remains a part of the white Aust-
ralian mindset to this day. There is of course a risk in taking the 
words of one character and forcing them into the mouth of another, 
but it seems to me that if Tourmaline implicitly advances a more egali-
tarian state of race relations in Australia while The Turning offers a 
brief assessment of both the advantages and the disadvantages of 
the ways in which such egalitarianism has developed in the decades 
separating these two works, then the gunshots that finally silence 
The Turning would also seek to muffle the exuberant song at the end 
of Tourmaline. In short, Vic Lang begins to sing the same song as the 
Law — “I say we have a bitter heritage, but that is not to run it 
down” (7) — but if he were to actually recite those words, I am sure 
he would plunge himself into silence and swallow the second half. 
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