
S A I N T  A N T O N Y
I N  H I S  D E S E R T



A N T H O N Y  U H L M A N N

S A I N T  A N T O N Y
I N  H I S  D E S E R T

First published in 2018 by 
UWA Publishing 
Crawley, Western Australia 6009 
www.uwap.uwa.edu.au

UWAP is an imprint of UWA Publishing 
a division of The University of Western Australia

This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private study, 
research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may be 
reproduced by any process without written permission. 
Enquiries should be made to the publisher.

Copyright © Anthony Uhlmann 2018

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

Design by Ten Deer Sigh 
Printed by Mcpherson’s Printing Group



A N T H O N Y  U H L M A N N

S A I N T  A N T O N Y
I N  H I S  D E S E R T



5

Quotes from Gustave Flaubert’s The Temptation of Saint Anthony, 
or, A Revelation of the Soul (first published in French in 1874) come 
from the translation by M. Walter Dunne, published by Simon P. 
Magee, Chicago, 1904.
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E D I T O R ’ S  F O R E W O R D

The unusual manuscript of ‘Saint Antony in His Desert’ by Antony 
Elm arrived unexpectedly one morning when I went to collect my 
mail from the pigeonhole in Building 3 of the Bankstown campus 
of Western Sydney University. It was a hot day and I found myself 
sweating having simply made my way from the car to the office. I 
looked at the thick padded envelope without relish, expecting it to be 
a thesis I had agreed to mark.

The covering letter made little sense to me. Apparently someone 
at a hospital in Alice Springs, a nurse, though she only gave her first 
name – Emma – and left no return address, had come to connect me 
and my research to what was contained in the envelope. I surmise 
now that she had only looked closely at the typed sections, relating to 
Bergson and Einstein, and had not attempted to reconcile those with 
what would have to be called the ‘novel’ sections, written in a small 
but mercifully legible hand on the verso of those typed sections, 
which were themselves printed in a large point size, varying from 
18 to 24, and sometimes interrupted by blank pages on which Elm 
continued his novel. At other times the voice of Elm himself emerged, 
sketching the locales in which he drafted the new work.

Emma must have googled me and come across a paper I delivered 
twice, once at the University of Adelaide and again at Columbia 
University, on Einstein and Bergson. I assume she had little interest 
in my real expertise, as that paper was, I’m afraid, the kind of thing 
one might expect of a dilettante rather than an expert.

I could not say how an expert might deal with the work that was 
offered to me, though my own predilections, perhaps, which involve a 
strong interest in juxtaposition and non-relation in literature, quickly 
allowed me to see how the text might flow continuously across the 
typescript and the manuscript sections into a whole, rather than being 
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seen as unrelated texts. Accordingly, I have set the text out based on 
that assumption, but in order to save the reader unnecessary confusion 
I’ve set the different sections (the novel, the story of Bergson and 
Einstein, and Elm’s incursions) in different fonts.

Emma described the last days of Antony Elm, a defrocked priest or 
brother (I confess I am unsure as to which) who had been discovered 
by a ranger in a makeshift camp on a rocky outcrop near the Ochre 
Pits outside Alice Springs. He died at last from heart failure in hospital 
soon after completing the work published here. There were only scant 
details offered about Elm, and my thoughts first went to the Ern 
Malley affair, and the letter from his earnest sister setting out the tragic 
circumstances of his fabricated existence. I find myself, having been 
unable to track down any ‘Emma’ at Alice Springs Hospital or any 
current or former priest called Antony Elm, between two ideas: either 
there is no such person or persons and the whole is an elaborate hoax, 
or they are real and my own failings as a detective in the real world are 
all that stand between me and an understanding of the actual contexts 
in play. Who knows, perhaps there is an ‘easter egg’ waiting for 
some sufficiently motivated reader with Google and greater tenacity 
than I possess. My choice, then, has been to leave that question in 
suspension. That is, to offer the ‘back story’ within parentheses as if 
true, but possibly untrue.

That back story is slim and lacking in detail. She knew him only in the 
hospital and knew only as much as he told her or she and her colleagues 
were able to ascertain from the materials he kept about him. He offered 
a driver’s licence that Emma claimed affirmed his existence, and his 
wallet also contained an identity card that linked him with a Catholic 
religious community. While she did not elaborate upon this, or state 
which community, it is clear from internal evidence in the text that he 
was a Marist father or Marist brother. For reasons unknown to Emma, 
which Antony failed or refused to disclose to her, Father or Brother 
Antony, who again for reasons unknown to her had been dismissed 
from or had abandoned his station at the religious community, made 
his way to his ‘desert’. No doubt to reside there for forty days and forty 
nights. Certain sets of associations at least are very clear.

What follows is the book, as I understand it was intended to appear, 
or perhaps as I intend to understand it. While Elm is not up to date with 
his work on Einstein and Bergson, having failed to take into account 
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either Jimena Canales’ or Elie During’s impressive works on the topic, 
he follows the primary sources adequately. The origins of the fiction, 
or memoirs, if that is what it is, are still more mysterious, and I have 
no light to shed on them (except obvious things such as the echoes 
of Flaubert’s The Temptation of Saint Anthony and Saint Athanasius’s 
hagiography of Saint Anthony the Great, with his satyr and centaur 
guides, not to mention the enigmatic she-wolf).

Anthony Uhlmann
Western Sydney University
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O bliss! Bliss! I have seen the birth of life; I have seen the 
beginning of motion. The blood beats so strongly in my 
veins that it seems about to burst them. I feel a longing to 
fly, to swim, to bark, to bellow, to howl. I would like to have 
wings, a tortoise-shell, a rind, to blow out smoke, to wear a 
trunk, to twist my body, to spread myself everywhere, to be 
in everything, to emanate with odours, to grow like plants, 
to flow like water, to vibrate like sound, to shine like light, 
to be outlined on every form, to penetrate every atom, to 
descend to the very depths of matter – to be matter!’

Gustave Flaubert, The Temptation of Saint Anthony
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C H A P T E R  O N E

There are physical facts, but these are sometimes contested. Two 
mutually exclusive stories about the manner of  Albert Einstein’s arrival 
into Paris on Tuesday 28 March 1922 are in circulation. In both Einstein 
avoids the media throng awaiting him at the Gare du Nord (not to 
mention the group of  anti-German protesters that was expected by 
the police but who failed to arrive). In both stories the gathered media, 
and the absent protestors, have been told to expect Einstein – the first 
officially invited cultural visitor from Germany since the end of  the war 
– at midday, when he in fact arrives at midnight.

In one story the train is asked to stop at a suburban station so that 
Einstein can make his way unmolested to Paris, by car. In the other, his 
hosts, the physicists Paul Langevin and Charles Nordmann, join him on 
the train at the Belgian border at Jeumont to facilitate his arrival.

It is 25 September 1981 in the People’s Palace hostel in Pitt Street 
Sydney, at six o’clock in the evening. Frederick drops his father’s 
well-used khaki kitbag and sits in the wooden chair between the 
narrow bed and side table. The second-hand furniture is mismatched: 
a modest wooden pallet with rounded bedposts, a wooden side table 
with square legs. A wooden window is held open by a piece of dowel 
to let the air in. A telex machine on the floor below clatters out a 
message from another time zone.

He has a feeling of the wonder of things, of freedom. Things that in 
time will resolve themselves into good habits or bad, into temptations 
to sin or seek the truth.

A book on the side table speaks in the first-person voice of a 
teenage girl, confessing to confusion, fear and hope. He yearns to 
hear the voice, as if cupping his ears. In time he puts it down, adjusts 
his vestments and stands to open his bag. He finds his now crumpled 
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brown suit jacket and slips it on over his father’s dress army shirt. The 
faux-silk lining of the jacket slides susurrant over the olive sleeves.

In his book on the impact of  Einstein’s theories in France, Michel 
Biezunski recounts both stories, but gives more weight to the version 
that does not involve the use of  the car. While he cites an article about 
Einstein’s trip to Paris published by Charles Nordmann in the second 
volume of  the Revue des Deux Mondes (1922) at some length, he seems 
unaware of  an article by Nordmann published a month before. Here 
Nordmann sets out in some detail the story of  Einstein’s arrival. As 
Nordmann is supposed to have been present in both versions of  the 
story, it is safe to conclude that the descriptions he offers are a true 
record of  the facts.

The soft rap on the door belongs to Charles, without whom there 
might be a less coherent effort to engage with other people and things. 
Frederick’s glance strikes the mirror and, missing the jacket, refracts 
from vivid acne before he turns to the door and opens it.

Frederick’s father’s dress boots ring on the wooden staircase of 
the People’s Palace just a few steps behind the corn-inducing pointy 
black shoes Charles purchased from Skin Deep on Elizabeth Street 
the last time he was in Sydney. The glass doors open onto a smell 
of singed tar and rubber, twilight shadows across the high walls of 
buildings, the brightening glow of street-lamps and traffic lights, shop 
signs and advertising, inhabited by the dangerous speed of vehicles 
of all kinds and the touch of strangers slipping forward and past on 
the too narrow footpath of rush-hour Pitt Street.

This feeling of being foreign to the place does not square with facts 
that relate to Frederick, of which he remains unaware: the street they 
are walking had been familiar to his grandfather, who’d had an office 
uptown in Philip Street. His great grandmother, with her shock of red 
hair, which one customer had thought to be a wig and had offered to 
buy, worked at Mark Foy’s two blocks from where they now stand. But 
it will be many years before he reads about these things in notes his 
mother will make towards her memoirs.

A portly man with a greying goatee emerges from the shadows 
and holds a quarto flyer towards Charles, who pauses momentarily 
before looking at him and, just audibly, telling him to fuck off. No 
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emotion can be read on the face of the goateed man, who merely 
turns to the next passer-by and pushes the flyer forward. Frederick, 
who falls below Charles’s standards in many things, accepts the 
paper, which he glances at as he walks. It reminds him of school, and 
smells of sweet alcohol or methylated spirit, from a roneo machine or 
something similar, with its purple ink:

On Everything
(‘I believe in Spinoza’s God’, Albert Einstein)

It should be impossible to imagine what is without limit,  
but when we think of ourselves we find it impossible to 

imagine any.

Frederick falls in behind Charles and glances at the flyer. ‘It should 
be impossible to imagine what is without limit…’ Afraid of collisions, 
he stops reading, pushes the paper into his jacket pocket and stands 
waiting for the lights to change at the corner of Liverpool Street. As 
he looks up, a cloud passes in front of the rising crescent moon that is 
dimmed by the lights of the city and the fading light of day. Charles 
waits impatiently for Frederick on the other side.

So Nordmann and Langevin meet Einstein at the French border, just 
as his train enters the territory of  the Nord railway. The ‘rapid’ from 
Berlin, a steam train capable of  speeds exceeding sixty miles an hour, 
arrives at Jeumont station at 8.00 pm. There were many German trains 
at this time that had been delivered to France as reparations for World 
War I, and so the two Frenchmen would have been familiar with the 
express engine puffing its way towards them, probably a Prussian S10, 
built just before the war.

It has been raining earlier in the day and the rhythm of their steps 
moves in counterpoint to the flow of water racing along the gutter as 
they make their way up the incline along Liverpool Street and cross 
over past Museum Station and along the boundary of Hyde Park. 
The steps, which Frederick has a habit of counting, are discontinuous 
while the flow is continuous. It moves along the gutter westward. Its 
surface is in motion but holds a consistent shape, determined in part 
by the ground over which it passes, the depth and speed of the flow, 
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and many other things. The steps tracing a related distance mark it 
out point by point. As the wind intermittently pushes them forward, 
they lean back slightly to maintain their balance, hands deep in the 
pockets of their coats, gazing forward with apparent indifference at 
the real spreading itself out in front of them.

Why these images come back to me I can’t say. Light from the flames of 
my small fire flickers. Drinking tea in a billy! My meagre provisions in the 
corner. I worry dingoes will approach and tell myself I can keep them at bay 
with my flame. I worry they will smell my rations, dry as they are, or even my 
water in its large plastic container. Do they smell water?

As they approach the Burdekin Hotel the footpath fills with people, 
conservatively well dressed in designer clothes, who have spilled from 
the venue or are waiting to go inside. Passing through them like ghosts, 
Charles and Frederick emerge. Some two blocks further, they meet a 
smaller but more densely packed group outside the Exchange Hotel, 
outrageously dressed in op-shop clothes, with high quiffed haircuts 
that signal to Charles and Frederick, who move forward invisible.

They enter the train, which has already passed through border security, 
and find Einstein seated tranquilly in a second-class compartment with 
his great artistic felt hat resting on the seat beside him. Nordmann’s first 
impression is of  a tall, astonishingly young-looking man with broad and 
slightly stooped shoulders. Yet what immediately captures and holds 
his attention is Einstein’s strikingly large head, with its ‘vast’ brow 
marked with a few lines. When he concentrates, two vertical wrinkles 
appear to join the horizontal ones. His hair at this point, though 
already somewhat unkempt, is not the shock of  white we have come 
to know so well, but dark, with flecks of  grey beginning to show about 
the temples. His complexion is a ‘luminous’ brown, and while a sweet 
playful smile is often referred to by those who describe this visit, there is 
also something melancholy about his face. These elements, mixed with 
a disconcerting youthfulness, make Nordmann think of  an adolescent 
Beethoven marked equally by profound meditation and youthful beauty.

Three or four homeless youths sit on the stairs leading down 
towards Burton Street, watching closely as Charles and Frederick 

A N T H O N Y  U H L M A N N



1 6 1 7

A N T H O N Y  U H L M A N N

move forward. Shops now in semi-darkness are stationed between 
possible destinations. G. A. Zink & Sons Tailors sits closed next to 
Jack’s Seafoods, which is open for the passing night trade, Apache 
Furniture and Retrovision are closed for the day while the Bali 
Restaurant is already into the busy part of the evening. Frederick finds 
himself shifting towards the gutter of the footpath, and has to check 
himself as buses emerge from the centre of the city and fly past, close 
enough that he feels the air they disturb buffet him, the high pitch of  
approach from behind shifting lower in register on withdrawal  
towards Bondi or elsewhere in the Eastern Suburbs. They stop at 
the lights at Crown Street and cross, slowing as they reach their 
destination on the other side.


