
Eleanor Dark (1901–85) is one of Australia’s most 
innovative 20th-century writers. Her extensive 
oeuvre includes ten novels published from the 
early 1930s to the late 1950s, and represents a 
significant engagement with global modernity 
from a unique position within settler culture. Yet 
Dark’s contribution to 20th-century literature has 
been undervalued in the fields of both Australian 
literary studies and world literature. Although two 
biographies have been written about her life, there 
has been no book-length critical study of her 
writing published since 1976.
Middlebrow Modernism counters this neglect by 

providing the first full-length critical survey of Eleanor Dark’s writing to be published in 
over four decades. Focusing on the fiction that Dark produced during the interwar years and 
reading this in the context of her larger body of work, this book positions Dark’s writing as 
important to the study of Australian literature and global modernism. 
Melinda Cooper argues that Dark’s fiction exhibits a distinctive aesthetic of middlebrow 
modernism, which blends attributes of literary modernism with popular fiction. It seeks to 
mediate and reconcile apparent binaries: modernism and mass culture; liberal humanism and 
experimental aesthetics; settler society and international modernity. The term middlebrow 
modernism also captures the way Dark negotiated cosmopolitan commitments with more 
place-based attachments to nation and local community within the mid-20th century. 
Middlebrow Modernism posits that Dark’s fiction and the broader phenomenon of Australian 
modernism offer essential case studies for larger debates operating within global modernist 
and world literature studies, providing perspectives these fields might otherwise miss.
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Introduction: Middlebrow modernism:
Negotiating settler-colonial modernity,
regional cosmopolitanism and liberal
humanism

But what, you may ask, is a middlebrow? And that, to tell the
truth, is no easy question to answer. They are neither one thing
nor the other. They are not highbrows, whose brows are high;
nor lowbrows, whose brows are low. Their brows are betwixt
and between.

Virginia Woolf, “Middlebrow”, 1932.1

We are something betwixt and between a colony and a nation,
something vaguely called a “Dominion”.

P.R. Stephensen, The Foundations of Culture in Australia, 1936.2

In Eleanor Dark’s novel Waterway (1938), the artist Lois Denning surveys her
painting in an exhibition in the Art Gallery of New South Wales and observes,
“They’ve put me among the moderns this year, but I’m afraid I’ll look just as
funny there as I did among the conservatives last year. They find me rather a
trial, I’m afraid – I just don’t seem to fit.”3 Lois’ claim is one of several moments
in Dark’s fiction when she points to the inadequacy of aesthetic or ideological
oppositions (in this case, the categorisation of “modern” versus “conservative”
art). It is the contention of this book that the active questioning and negotiation
of such dualisms was a vital and productive component of Dark’s work. It was
a key part of her distinctive aesthetic style, which blended attributes of literary
modernism with popular fiction – a calibration which I refer to as middlebrow
modernism.4 It also captures the balance of cosmopolitan commitments with more

1 Virginia Woolf in a letter to the New Statesman written in 1932, published as “Middlebrow” in
Virginia Woolf, Collected Essays, vol. 2 (London: Hogarth Press, 1942), 115.

2 P.R. Stephensen, The Foundations of Culture in Australia: An Essay Towards National Self Respect
(Gordon, NSW: W.J. Miles, 1936), 18. The first instalment of this essay was first published in the
Australian Mercury in 1935.

3 Eleanor Dark, Waterway (North Ryde, NSW: Angus & Robertson, [1938] 1990), 244–45. All
subsequent references are to this edition and appear in parentheses in the text.
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place-based attachments to nation and local community in Dark’s writing – an
accommodation of “regional cosmopolitanism”, involving both “rootedness and
detachment”.5 More broadly, it evokes the ambivalent situation of a mid-century
woman writer mediating international modernity from a position within a
settler-colonial nation.

The “middle” quality of Dark’s writing – her affiliation with middle-class
culture, her liberal humanist commitments, and use of genres associated with
the middlebrow – has generated some of the strongest criticisms of her work.
Yet a middle space is often a meeting place or contact zone, involving active
negotiation with the positions on either side, rather than a stable location between
two different entities. Due to this relational quality, a position betwixt and between
two other categories is often able to disrupt and defamiliarise dualistic ways of
thinking by pointing to the interstitial space between and the constitutive relations
of such apparent opposites. Dark was suspicious of dualisms: in Waterway, one
character laments “[t]he pernicious doctrine of dualism, always trying to divide the
indivisible!” (106). Instead of a dualistic approach, Dark’s work offers a relational
one, formed by both a modernist emphasis on complexity and experimentation,
and tactics frequently associated with the middlebrow of mediating, calibrating and
balancing.

In the chapters that follow, we will consider how Dark’s middlebrow
modernism reveals important and often obscured elements of modernism and
modernity, including the dialogic relationships between modernism and
commercial culture, modernity and settler colonialism, cosmopolitanism and
regionalism, and liberal humanism and experimental aesthetics. Her work seems
to anticipate and speak to recent scholarly findings that propose a relational or
dialogic approach in favour of a dualistic one, underpinned by the conviction
that “[i]ncessant movement within people, things, peoples, cultures and systems,
and constant trafficking between them, is the work of the world”.6 The fact that
Dark’s relational approach emerged from within a settler-colonial context is also
significant. Middlebrow Modernism: Eleanor Dark’s Interwar Fiction invites us to
consider how the writings produced in such societies might contribute to and
expand the understandings imported from more metropolitan disciplinary
contexts. Settler-colonial societies are structured by an ongoing and triangular

4 The term middlebrow modernism has also been used by Daniel Tracy in relation to Anita Loos’
serial novel Gentlemen Prefer Blondes (1925), and by Christopher Chowrimootoo to describe
the operas of British composer Benjamin Britten. See “From Vernacular Humor to Middlebrow
Modernism: Gentlemen Prefer Blondes and the Creation of Literary Value”, Arizona Quarterly: A
Journal of American Literature, Culture, and Theory 66, no. 1 (2010): 115–43; Christopher
Chowrimootoo, Middlebrow Modernism: Britten’s Operas and the Great Divide (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 2018).

5 Jason Arthur, Violet America: Regional Cosmopolitanism in U.S. Fiction Since the Great
Depression (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2003), xxii.

6 Terry Smith, “Modernism, Modernity and Otherness”, Australian Journal of Art 13, no. 1 (1996):
146.
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system of relationships involving settler, metropolitan (in this case British) and
Indigenous agencies.7 A middlebrow aesthetic was perhaps well suited to a writer
operating from what Stephen Slemon calls “colonialism’s middle ground” of settler
culture.8 The same connotations associated with the often feminised middlebrow −
of cultural mediocrity and a lack of innovation − were also linked with Australia
in the interwar period. As the epigraphs to this introduction demonstrate, both
the middlebrow and the recently federated Australian nation occupied ambivalent
positions betwixt and between more authentic (or at least more clearly delineated)
forms of culture: between the lowbrow and the highbrow, a dependent colony and
an independent nation, or the imperial and the Indigenous. While this ambivalent
status suggests the “unfinished business” of a settler culture’s struggles for cultural
legitimacy,9 it also means that settler writers were often attuned to the complex and
relational dynamics that belie the binaries of centre/periphery, modernity/colony,
nation/world and high/low culture. Dark’s work is not only capable of disrupting
the ways in which we often think about interwar Australian culture, but also points
to the fact that the categories imported from elsewhere often do not map on to the
Australian situation.

In exploring the ways in which Dark navigated between and disrupted
dichotomous ways of thinking and representing, this study aims to demonstrate
larger realities about the porous, dialogic and relational dynamics of culture and
aesthetics in the twentieth century. Drawing on a transnational paradigm, it asks
how Dark’s writing participated in the transmission and circulation of experimental
aesthetics, modern ideas, and material print cultures around the world,
contributing to recent accounts of Australian cultural history that suggest that
interwar Australia was contemporary and internationally engaged rather than only
preoccupied with cultural nationalism. At the same time, we will ponder what role
the nation continued to have in Dark’s work, both in terms of her anti-imperial
nationalism and claims for settler belonging. Even a cosmopolitan stance is
articulated from a position “within a national identity”, and national borders matter
to those who are attempting to assert cultural legitimacy on contested land.10

While Dark’s fiction participated in multi-directional forms of travel, these
routes of exchange were often highly asymmetrical, reflecting Australia’s unequal

7 See Patrick Wolfe, Settler Colonialism and the Transformation of Anthropology: The Politics and
Poetics of an Ethnographic Event (London; New York: Cassell, 1999); Lorenzo Veracini, Settler
Colonialism: A Theoretical Overview (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 21; Lorenzo
Veracini, The Settler Colonial Present (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015).

8 Stephen Slemon, “Unsettling the Empire: Resistance Theory for the Second World”, World
Literature Written in English 30, no. 2 (1990): 34. Victoria Kuttainen makes this point in
“Trafficking Literature: Travel, Modernity, and the Middle Ground of Canadian and Australian
Middlebrow Print Cultures”, International Journal of Canadian Studies 48 (2014): 85–103.

9 Bob Hodge and Vijay Mishra, Dark Side of the Dream: Australian Literature and the Postcolonial
Mind (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1992), 23.

10 Jon Hegglund, World Views: Metageographies of Modernist Fiction (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2012), 15.
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position within world culture in the interwar period. Dark also contributed to
some of the uneven structures of mid-century modernity, as her writing reinforces
elements of class and racial privilege, even as it tries to draw attention to these
issues. As we embark on this study, we need to exercise caution in thinking that
any writing produced within modernity – and particularly in a settler-colonial
expression of it – has the ability to completely undo the binaries that modernity
seeks to produce. Fredric Jameson cautions that “[r]adical alternatives, systemic
transformations, cannot be theorized or even imagined within the conceptual field
governed by the word ‘modern’”.11 While mid-century settler writers were
sometimes able to question binary ways of thinking, they were just as likely to
reinforce such ideas by producing their own Others.

The complexities of Dark’s aesthetic and ideological position demand a
similarly agile methodological approach to her work. This study will seek to
balance, on the one hand, the circulation model of world literature studies, which
emphasises the conditions of transnational contact and exchange, with, on the
other, paradigms which attend to local differences and uneven power structures.
Dark’s writing at times offers glimpses of an accommodation between diverse
theoretical approaches, as she balances enthusiasm for international modernity
with a leftist scepticism about its promises, and attempts to reconcile a
cosmopolitan humanist ethic with a strategic commitment to the semi-peripheral
nation. Like the middlebrow, which represents a “constant, nervous juggling of
[high culture and the mass market] … rather than the formation of a stable
in-between category of literary value”,12 Dark’s writing anxiously moves between
these paradigms, and sometimes struggles to reconcile them. This study aims to
apply a similarly dexterous approach in order to illuminate both the liberating and
limiting qualities of Dark’s middlebrow modernism and to explore her nuanced
engagement with mid-century modernity.

Eleanor Dark and Interwar Australia

Dark’s body of work is extensive, encompassing ten novels published between 1932
and 1959, a wide range of poems and short stories that appeared in Australian
periodicals in the 1920s and 1930s, non-fiction essays produced between the 1930s
and 1950s, and several unpublished manuscripts of novels and plays. This study
focuses predominantly on the fiction that Dark wrote and published during the
interwar period, while reading these texts in light of her larger oeuvre.

The interwar period was extremely formative to Dark’s writing career. The
1920s and 1930s saw her progress from a relatively unknown writer of poetry,

11 Fredric Jameson, A Singular Modernity: Essay on the Ontology of the Present (London: Verso,
2002), 215.

12 Lorraine York, Literary Celebrity in Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016), 176.
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magazine fiction and popular romance novels, to one who was accepted – albeit
with some reservations – by the loosely affiliated group of intellectuals and writers
who formed Australia’s literary culture. By the end of the 1930s, Dark had twice
received the Australian Literary Society Gold Medal for best Australian novel and
had a growing international reputation: a number of her novels had been published
in London and New York, and were reviewed in such publications as the New
York Times. With the publication of The Timeless Land (1941), she achieved a level
of international visibility and commercial success that was highly unusual for a
mid-century Australian writer.

Dark’s 1930s novels have been acknowledged as “the most recognisably
modernist of Australia’s predominantly realist canon of women’s writing from this
period”.13 From the time Prelude to Christopher was published in Australia in 1934,
and Return to Coolami in London and New York in 1936, critics noted Dark’s
use of characteristically modernist devices, including compressed time frames,
multi-perspectival narration, and an emphasis on interior states. The one-day time
frame, which she used in Sun Across the Sky (1937) and Waterway (1938), is a device
that appeared in key interwar modernist novels such as James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922)
and Virginia Woolf ’s Mrs Dalloway (1925). Like these writers, Dark employed a
form of interior monologue and free indirect discourse which reviewers frequently
described as stream of consciousness – a technique that became synonymous with
international modernism after the term was first coined in relation to Dorothy
Richardson’s novel Pointed Roofs (1915). Dark also used flashbacks and other
experimental approaches to narrative time, seeking to provide, as one character
describes in The Little Company (1945), “the technical intricacy of recording a
man’s existence as an endless present moment, moving snailwise in time, carrying
the past and future on its back”.14 Dark also engaged with distinctively modern
concerns related to speed, technology, psychology, time, gender, sexuality, and
visual perception.

Literary modernism had an ambivalent status for Australian intellectuals and
writers in the interwar period. During the 1930s, Dark began corresponding with
a number of significant literary and cultural figures, including Marjorie Barnard,
Flora Eldershaw, Kylie Tennant, Jean Devanny, Katharine Susannah Prichard, Miles
Franklin, Vance and Nettie Palmer and Percy Reginald (“Inky”) Stephensen. While
these writers and critics represent a broad and shifting range of political positions,
from the communism of Devanny and Prichard, to the left-leaning liberalism of
Barnard and Dark, to what would develop into Stephensen’s pro-fascism in the
late 1930s, they all shared a commitment to developing an “indigenous” (by which
they meant settler) Australian literature. In general, they embraced realism over
experimental modernism, often associating modernism with a declining imperial

13 Nicole Moore, “The Rational Natural: Conflicts of the Modern in Eleanor Dark”, Hecate 27, no.1
(2001): 20.

14 Eleanor Dark, The Little Company (Sydney: Collins, 1945), 185.
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British culture. Stephensen, for example, described modernism as a sign “of
England going downhill” that went “against the grain of our
potentially-expansionist Australian culture”.15

These commentators and writers quickly noted Dark’s use of modernist
devices. In the first extended study of her work in 1938, M. Barnard Eldershaw (the
pseudonym for the literary partnership between Barnard and Eldershaw) pointed
to Dark’s “stream-of-consciousness method” and a “difficult and involved
technique, especially in respect to the handling of time”.16 Barnard Eldershaw were
somewhat critical of Dark’s modernist style, arguing that her prose lacked “the
plasticity and variation … of the true stream-of-consciousness as recognized by the
psychologist or practised by James Joyce”.17 These criticisms reflect the difficulty
of navigating the politics of prose style in interwar Australia, when the work of a
writer using experimental techniques could be labelled as too modern, or dismissed
as imitative and belated. Despite these reservations, the response of most of Dark’s
contemporaries to her work was surprisingly positive, especially when considered
alongside their reactions to other expressions of literary modernism. Stephensen,
who published Dark’s most experimental novel, Prelude to Christopher, described
her as “a novelist undoubtedly of world calibre”, and Nettie Palmer told Dark that
her writing would “go a long way towards arousing expectations of sensitive writing
here”.18 Franklin, who was scathing about the modernism of expatriate Australian
writers such as Christina Stead, was extremely supportive of Dark’s writing.19

Perhaps Dark appealed to such figures as Stephensen, Franklin and the Palmers
because she demonstrated a strong commitment to local culture. Dark spent her
childhood in Sydney and most of her married life in Katoomba in the Blue
Mountains, with periods of time living in Montville in the south-east Queensland
hinterland in the 1950s. As the daughter of a well-known Australian writer and
Labor politician, Dowell Philip O’Reilly, she represented what cultural nationalists
most longed for, a homegrown Australian literary tradition. Dark set her novels
in Australia, with most featuring identifiable locations in Sydney, Katoomba and
Montville, and expressed anti-imperialist views that resonated with those of
Stephensen and the Palmers. By living in Australia, she was able to show that she
was not one of the émigré artists whom Stephensen described as dazzled by “the

15 Stephensen, Foundations, 56.
16 M. Barnard Eldershaw, Essays in Australian Fiction (Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press,

[1938] 1970), 195–96.
17 Barnard Eldershaw, Essays, 197. Barnard Eldershaw also employed techniques associated with

literary modernism in their novels, such as the one-day time frame and stream of consciousness
used in Tomorrow and Tomorrow and Tomorrow (1947; 1983).

18 Stephensen, Foundations, 110–11; Nettie Palmer to Eleanor Dark, 9 May 1934, Eleanor Dark
Papers, National Library of Australia, MS 4998, Binder 1.

19 See, for example, Miles Franklin’s comments on Christina Stead’s Seven Poor Men of Sydney
(1934) in Laughter, Not for a Cage: Notes on Australian Writing, with Biographical Emphasis on
the Struggles, Function, and Achievements of the Novel in Three Half-Centuries (Sydney: Angus &
Robertson, 1956), 172–79.
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fantasies of European glamour and European antiquity” – writers who had “funked
their job” of building a national culture – but one who was invested in the formation
of an indigenous Australian literary tradition.20

Regional Cosmopolitanism

Is Dark best described, then, as a writer engaged primarily with national or
international forms of culture? And what does the answer to such a question
reveal about the interactions between local, national and international scales? The
writers and cultural figures discussed above are often referred to in accounts of
interwar Australia as cultural nationalists. As we will see in this study, Dark’s
inclusion in this category is complicated by her openness to literary modernism
and suspicion of particular kinds of nationalism which, in the late interwar period,
she increasingly associated with fascism. Her 1930s fiction staged a debate between
cultural nationalism and cosmopolitan humanism, as she searched for a more
capacious, world-minded ethic that would support her view that “one’s loyalties
must be human loyalties rather than national”.21 At the same time, Dark’s novels
share many of the settler-colonial desires that also underpinned Australian cultural
nationalism: they express a desire for settler indigenisation, wherein settler culture
frames itself as a form of native culture, and for a national autonomy that would
differentiate Australia from British imperial interests.

Dark’s politics also separated her from some of her Australian contemporaries
in the increasingly politicised environment of the 1930s. While some of her friends
such as Jean Devanny and Katharine Susannah Prichard turned to communism,
Dark strengthened her beliefs in liberal humanism. Throughout her life she
consistently described herself as a kind of socialist: she recounted how, as a
teenager, she heard about a coal strike and reacted against the idea of private
ownership of natural resources, feeling that “the things the earth produced
belonged to everyone in common”.22 As a number of critics have observed, however,
Dark’s socialism tended to be based on intuitive ideas rather than a coherent
theory, and it lacked an institutional basis. She and her husband Eric Payten Dark
supported some of the causes of the Australian Communist Party, and in the 1930s
Eric became active in the left wing of the Labor Party; however, Eleanor refused
to join any political party, even though she was denounced as an underground
Communist Party sympathiser in Australian Parliament in 1947.23

20 Stephensen, Foundations, 123.
21 Eleanor Dark to W.A.R. Collins, 29 July 1940, Eleanor Dark Papers, Mitchell Library, State

Library of New South Wales, MLMSS 4545, Box 25.
22 Eleanor Dark, “Political Parties”, quoted in Marivic Wyndham, “A World-Proof Life”: Eleanor

Dark, A Writer in her Times 1901–1985 (Sydney: UTS ePress, 2007), 141.
23 Susan Carson, “Surveillance and Slander: Eleanor Dark in the 1940s and 1950s”, Hecate 27, no. 1

(2001): 37.
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We will see in the chapters that follow that the negotiations in Dark’s writing
– between regional attachments to the settler nation and more international
commitments to modernism, liberal humanism and socialism – mean that her
work has the potential to trouble rigid distinctions between provincial nationalism
and expatriate, cosmopolitan modernism. Such a distinction has often structured
accounts of twentieth-century Australian literature, so that the so-called provincial
commitments of writers such as the Jindyworobak poets or Vance Palmer are
pitted against the more cosmopolitan perspectives and experimental aesthetics
of expatriate writers such as Patrick White or Christina Stead. 24 Yet this binary
obscures some of the ways in which cultural nationalists engaged with modern
forms of culture, and the contemporaneity and internationalism of their
nationalisms. Recent accounts of interwar Australia emphasise the connections
between Australian cultural nationalism and what Pascale Casanova calls “world
literary space”.25 Peter Kirkpatrick examines the poetry of the Jindyworobaks as
part of the modernist avant-garde, and Ellen Smith suggests they were “provincial
modernists” whose attachment to local place represents “a response to modern
social conditions”.26 Deborah Jordan similarly argues that the writings of Vance
and Nettie Palmer, which were both internationalist and cultural-nationalist, can be
reframed as demonstrating a “modernist critique of modernity”.27 Even Australian
commentators’ arguments against modernity and internationalism were “part of an
international collective response” wherein critics drew on similar ideas to express
resistance to elements of popular culture, thereby linking Australian cultural
nationalism to contemporaneous debates by British figures such as F.R. Leavis.28

Rather than reactive and provincial, the nationalism of a number of Australian
cultural figures can be described as that of a “modernising nationalism”: it was
strategic, internationalist, and embedded in modern culture.29

This recent scholarship helps to collapse some of the distinctions between
cosmopolitan modernism and nationalism in accounts of Australian literature.

24 For a discussion of how this binary has functioned in Australian literary studies, see Ellen
Smith, “Local Moderns: The Jindyworobak Movement and Australian Modernism”, Australian
Literary Studies 27, no. 1 (2012): 1–17.

25 Pascale Casanova, The World Republic of Letters, trans. M.B. DeBevoise (Cambridge, MA;
London: Harvard University Press, 2004), 109.

26 Peter Kirkpatrick, “Jindy Modernist: The Jindyworobaks as Avant Garde”, in Republics of Letters:
Literary Communities in Australia, eds. Peter Kirkpatrick and Robert Dixon (Sydney: Sydney
University Press, 2012), 99–112; Smith, “Local Moderns”, 4.

27 Deborah Jordan, “‘Written to Tickle the Ears of the Groundlings in Garden Cities’: The
Aesthetic of Modernity: Vance and Nettie Palmer and the New Age”, in Impact of the Modern:
Vernacular Modernities in Australia 1870s–1960s, eds. Robert Dixon and Veronica Kelly
(Sydney: Sydney University Press, 2008), 92.

28 Jill Julius Matthews, Dance Hall and Picture Palace: Sydney’s Romance with Modernity (Sydney:
Currency Press, 2005), 9, 11–12; Robert Dixon and Veronica Kelly, “Australian Vernacular
Modernities: People, Sites and Practices”, in Impact of the Modern, xviii.

29 David Carter, “Modernising Anglocentrism: Desiderata and Literary Time”, in Republics of
Letters, 90.
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Dark’s interwar fiction provides a further, important case study that works to
defamiliarise these categories. Her work suggests that a writer could be invested
in both nationalist and cosmopolitan styles and commitments, and in this way
it contributes to recent investigations about the relationships between
cosmopolitanism, regionalism and modernism. Traditionally, modernism has been
defined as both metropolitan and internationalist – a narrative that, as Neal
Alexander and James Moran point out, is underpinned by the assumption that a
writer who is truly cosmopolitan will express detachment from local and national
place.30 Even modernists from colonial locations, such as Katherine Mansfield or
Christina Stead, are usually associated with extended periods of living in more
metropolitan locations, so that cosmopolitanism is conflated with travel and
expatriation. Recent scholarship has sought to modify the meaning of
cosmopolitanism, however, from a sense of detached universalism wherein local
or national commitments are subsumed by the global, to what Rebecca Walkowitz
describes as “multiple or flexible attachments”.31 Whether called “rooted
cosmopolitanism”, “partial cosmopolitanism”, “critical cosmopolitanism”, “regional
modernism” or “regional cosmopolitanism”, these more flexible and dialectical
forms of cosmopolitanism all challenge the idea that writers who are invested
in local place and express national commitments must, by necessity, reject the
global.32 Dark’s work similarly suggests that one could balance local, national and
global commitments, although this study will also point to some of the tensions that
existed between these scales for interwar Australian writers.

In demonstrating that modernist aesthetics, cosmopolitan commitments, and
regional attachments could coexist and even mutually enable one another, Dark’s
writing contributes to the alternative articulations of modernism provided by the
“new modernist” studies of the past two decades. Proponents of new modernist
studies call for temporally, geographically and aesthetically expanded
understandings of modernism and modernity, in light of critical developments
in the fields of postcolonialism, postmodernism studies and world literature.33

Scholars such as Susan Stanford Friedman, Laura Doyle and Laura Winkiel

30 Neal Alexander and James Moran, “Introduction: Regional Modernisms”, in Regional
Modernisms, eds. Neal Alexander and James Moran (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2013), 1.

31 Rebecca L. Walkowitz, Cosmopolitan Style: Modernism Beyond the Nation (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2006), 9.

32 See Kwame Anthony Appiah, “Cosmopolitan Patriots”, Critical Inquiry 23, no. 3 (1997): 617–39;
Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers (New York: W.W. Norton, 2006), xvi–xvii;
Jessica Berman, “Toward a Regional Cosmopolitanism: The Case of Mulk Raj Anand”, MFS:
Modern Fiction Studies 55, no. 1 (2009): 142–62; James Clifford, “Mixed Feelings”, in
Cosmopolitics: Thinking and Feeling Beyond the Nation, eds. Pheng Cheah and Bruce Robbins
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1998): 362–70; Scott Herring, “Regional
Modernism: A Reintroduction”, Modern Fiction Studies 55, no. 1 (2009): 1–10.

33 Douglas Mao and Rebecca L. Walkowitz, “The New Modernist Studies”, PMLA 123, no. 3
(2008): 737.
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challenge traditional definitions of modernism as an elite cultural practice of
émigré intellectuals in Europe, England and America in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries, showing that this spatialisation and temporalisation
excludes the emerging modernities of postcolonial nations, whose modernisms
often look different, and occur at different times, to those produced at the centre.34

Friedman conceives of modernity as “the temporal rupture of before/after wherever
and whenever such ruptures might occur in time and space” – a definition which
opens the term up to a more diverse range of non-Western locations.35 Modernism
is similarly reframed as a relational term that constitutes “the expressive dimension
of modernity, one that encompasses a range of styles among creative forms that
share family resemblances based on an engagement with the historical conditions
of modernity in a particular location”.36 The phrase “in a particular location”
suggests that the conditions of modernity will vary in differing contexts, and will be
expressed by a wide range of styles and forms.

One of the results of these expanded definitions of modernism is a greater
recognition of the regional commitments of many modernist writers, so that
scholars are increasingly recognising the “variety of affiliations within and across
national spaces” that constitute modernist textual practices.37 This is a crucial
development for the study of Dark’s work, and, more generally, of Australian
modernism. Jed Esty, David James and Alexandra Harris have shown that British
modernist writers of the interwar and postwar periods frequently focused on local
landscapes and customs.38 This is even truer of writers and artists in interwar
Australia, who were experimenting with modernist styles and ideas at precisely the
same point when the desire for a national, post-Federation settler culture came to
the fore. The result was that, in the Australian situation, aesthetic modernism and
Australian nationalism were not “opposite traditions” but rather “mutually enabled”
each other, fusing together in complex and interesting ways.39

While employing the concept of regional cosmopolitanism, this study will also
raise questions about the usefulness of the term, asking to what extent it reflects

34 See, for example, Laura Doyle and Laura Winkiel, “Introduction: The Global Horizons of
Modernism”, in Geomodernisms: Race, Modernism, Modernity, eds. Laura Doyle and Laura
Winkiel (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005), 1–14; Susan Stanford Friedman,
“Periodizing Modernism: Postcolonial Modernities and the Space/Time Borders of Modernist
Studies”, Modernism/modernity 13, no. 3 (2006): 425–43; “World Modernisms, World Literature,
and Comparativity”, in The Oxford Handbook of Global Modernisms, eds. Mark Wollaeger with
Matt Eatough (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 499–525.

35 Friedman, “Periodizing Modernism”, 433.
36 Friedman, “Periodizing Modernism”, 432.
37 Mao and Walkowitz, “New Modernist Studies”, 739.
38 See Jed Esty, A Shrinking Island: Modernism and National Culture in England (Princeton, NJ:

Princeton University Press, 2004); Alexandra Harris, Romantic Moderns: English Writers, Artists
and the Imagination from Virginia Woolf to John Piper (New York: Thames and Hudson, 2010);
David James, “Localising Late Modernism: Interwar Regionalism and the Genesis of the ‘Micro
Novel’”, Journal of Modern Literature 32, no. 4 (2009): 43–64.

39 Smith, “Local Moderns”, 8–9.

Middlebrow Modernism

10

UNCORRECTED PROOF © MELINDA J. COOPER 2022



a move away from the category of the nation in world literature studies, whether
its proponents are too quick to assume a connection between the aesthetic and
political realms, and to what extent this concept can accomodate the complex
dynamics of a settler-colonial context.40

Settler-colonial Modernity

What kinds of paradigms are best employed to investigate the multiple and flexible
commitments of a writer such as Dark? In addressing this question, I have drawn
on Robert Dixon’s concept of “colonial modernity”, a term that captures the often
uneven “flows of people and ideas across and between national borders” that
shaped twentieth-century Australian modernity.41 Dark was similarly aware of
both Australia’s connection to international currents and its fundamentally unequal
position in a world system. To fully grasp her work, we may need to employ a
paradigm somewhere between the circulation model offered by the transnational
turn, as articulated by world literature and the new modernist studies, and the
emphasis on the uneven economic conditions that shaped modernity provided by
postcolonial studies, settler colonial studies, and world-systems theory.

Dark’s work speaks quite powerfully to a transnational paradigm that suggests
that culture involves processes of contact, mobility and exchange, rather than
quarantine and stasis. In the 1990s and early 2000s, proponents of world literature
such as David Damrosch, Wai Chee Dimock and Susan Stanford Friedman
advocated a transnational approach to literary studies based on the idea of
circulation, pushing against the metaphors provided by postcolonial studies of
centre and periphery.42 Within the new modernist studies, theorists called for
a “polycentric model of global modernities and modernisms” rather than one
based on the idea of a diffusionist, one-directional movement of culture from
centre to periphery.43 Rather than core and periphery, these scholars advocate
spatial imaginaries of interconnected webs, networks and circles. Dixon’s concept of

40 Alexander and Moran, “Introduction”, 2, 6–7; Hegglund, World Views, 7.
41 Robert Dixon, Photography, Early Cinema and Colonial Modernity: Frank Hurley’s Synchronized

Lecture Entertainments (London: Anthem Press, 2013), xxvi.
42 Robert Dixon and Brigid Rooney, “Introduction: Australian Literature, Globalisation and the

Literary Province”, in Scenes of Reading: Is Australian Literature a World Literature?, eds. Robert
Dixon and Brigid Rooney (North Melbourne: Australian Scholarly, 2013), xii–xiii. See also
David Damrosch, What is World Literature? (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003);
Wai Chee Dimock, Through Other Continents: American Literature Across Deep Time
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006); Susan Stanford Friedman, Planetary
Modernisms: Provocations on Modernity Across Time (New York: Columbia University Press,
2015).

43 Friedman, “World Modernisms”, 511. See also Laura Doyle, “Modernist Studies and
Inter-imperiality in the Longue Duree”, in Oxford Handbook, 681; Susan Stanford Friedman,
“Planetarity: Musing Modernist Studies”, Modernism/modernity 17, no. 3 (2010): 493; “World
Modernisms”, 515.
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colonial modernity speaks to these new spatial metaphors, suggesting that Australia
was part of a “network of relations” rather than the recipient of a “one-way transfer
of culture and authority”.44 This means that settler Australia always operated as
part of “an ever-widening series of networks and flows”, first through its imperial
connections to Britain and then through its transnational ones.45 Drawing on
the distinction made within settler colonial studies between colonial and
settler-colonial contexts,46 in this study I use the term “settler-colonial modernity”
to further refine Dixon’s term.

As a writer who lived exclusively in Australia, and who only travelled overseas
once, on a trip to the United States and Canada in 1937, Dark may appear an
unusual candidate for demonstrating what anthropologist James Clifford describes
as “travelling cultures”.47 Yet if “[i]ntercultural connection is, and has long been, the
norm” of all identities and cultures, then one does not need literally to travel to
participate in the circulation of ideas and aesthetics, or to express a sense of critical
distance.48 Dark’s mid-century writing participated in the international traffic of
modern ideas and styles, and literally crossed national borders as her manuscripts
were sent to London, and from there to New York, and exported back to Australia,
travelling along what David Carter and Roger Osborne describe as “the two-sided
triangle” of Australia’s imperial connection with London, and the transatlantic
connection between Britain and America.49 There are also some instances when
Dark’s books moved beyond this triangle, and even beyond the English-speaking
world: Prelude to Christopher was published by a German press in 1937, Sun Across
the Sky (1937) was translated into Italian and French in 1948, and The Timeless Land
had Japanese, Swedish and German editions and was issued to Australian troops
on active duty in the Pacific during the Second World War. This study of Dark’s
writing will reveal the increased importance of America and the Pacific to interwar
Australia, and as such it contributes to new work which challenges the idea that
Australia was primarily engaged with its imperial connection to England in this
period.50

44 Dixon, Photography, xxiv.
45 Dixon, Photography, xxix–xxx.
46 See Wolfe, Settler Colonialism, 163; Lorenzo Veracini, “Introducing: Settler Colonial Studies”,

Settler Colonial Studies 1, no. 1 (2011): 1–5.
47 See James Clifford, Routes: Travel and Translation in the Late Twentieth Century (Cambridge,

MA: Harvard University Press, 1997).
48 Clifford, Routes, 3–5.
49 David Carter and Roger Osborne, Australian Books and Authors in the American Marketplace

1840s–1940s (Sydney: Sydney University Press, 2018), 2.
50 See, for example, Carter and Osborne, American Marketplace; Dixon, Photography; Anna

Johnston, “Becoming ‘Pacific-Minded’: Australian Middlebrow Writers in the 1940s and the
Mobility of Texts”, Transfers: Interdisciplinary Journal of Mobility Studies 7, no. 1 (2017): 88–107;
Victoria Kuttainen, Susann Liebich and Sarah Galletly, Transported Imagination: Australian
Interwar Magazines and the Geographical Imaginaries of Colonial Modernity (Amherst, NY:
Cambria Press, 2018), 32; Paul Giles, Antipodean America: Australasia and the Constitution of
U.S. Literature (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 37.
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In demonstrating some of the circuitous routes of travel that constituted
settler-colonial modernity, Dark’s writing fits with the work of historians who,
influenced by the transnational turn, have challenged the image of interwar
Australia as culturally isolated from international influences. For a long time, a
sense of geographical and cultural isolation structured accounts of
twentieth-century Australian cultural history. One influential articulation of this
idea is John F. Williams’ The Quarantined Culture: Australian Reactions to
Modernism (1995), which argues that, in the interwar years, “an improvised,
unstated but de facto cultural quarantine existed in Australia”.51 Challenging this
and shifting attention to Australia’s embrace of mass modernity, historians such as
Jill Julius Matthews argue that interwar Australia was “a cosmopolitan centre of
modern pleasure”, as its “cities were all coastal ports open to the ships of the world
conveying goods, ideas and people”.52 In contesting the view that interwar Australia
was insular and provincial, these versions of cultural history present a challenge to
the fixed conceptions of space that underpin accounts of the nation as a static and
culturally quarantined entity.

The field of Australian literary studies has similarly responded to the
transnational turn by investigating the ways in which Australian literature is
embedded in wider international space. Robert Dixon and Veronica Kelly’s
collection, Impact of the Modern: Vernacular Modernities in Australia 1870s–1960s
(2008), offers an image of Australia as “a vital generating centre of international
cultural innovation”.53 Dixon and Brigid Rooney’s volume of essays, Scenes of
Reading: Is Australian Literature a World Literature? (2013), investigates how a
national literature “can be read productively in the wider context of world
literature”, challenging ideas of Australian literary studies as a “nationally bounded
field of inquiry”.54 These projects illuminate the ways in which Australian writers
engaged with broadly modernising processes rather than a narrowly defined
experimental modernism, allowing us to “read the ‘modernity’ of texts that are
partly or even wholly resistant to modernism but engaged, nonetheless with their
own contemporaneity”.55 In doing so, critics such as David Carter, Dixon and
Rooney challenge the “diffusionist” accounts of cultural history that suggest that
“modernity is first invented in the metropolitan centre and then exported to the
colonial peripheries, which are always, by definition, belated”, instead revealing
interwar Australia as “engaged, productive, and itself ‘modernising’”.56 As such,

51 John F. Williams, The Quarantined Culture: Australian Reactions to Modernism, 1913–1939
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 5.

52 Matthews, Dance Hall, 8, 12. See also Anne Rees, “Reading Australian Modernity: Unsettled
Settlers and Cultures of Mobility”, History Compass 15, no. 11 (2017): 1–13.

53 Dixon and Kelly, “Australian Vernacular Modernities”, xvii.
54 Dixon and Rooney, “Introduction”, xiii–xiv, xxix–xxx.
55 David Carter, Always Almost Modern: Australian Print Cultures and Modernity (North

Melbourne: Australian Scholarly, 2013), x.
56 Dixon, Photography, xxiii; Carter, Always Almost, xii.
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they often go further than the new modernist studies in stressing the active nature
of peripheral modernities in responding to international culture and aesthetic
modernism. In explicating the transnational nature of modernisms, Peter Brooker
and Andrew Thacker suggest that “modernist practices travel and migrate across
nations and are, in turn, transformed by encounters with indigenous national
cultures”.57 Friedman refers to this process as “indigenization”: “a form of making
native or indigenous something from elsewhere”, by which “the practices that take
hold in their new location are changed”.58 Yet terms such as indigenisation, as well
as being problematic when applied to settler contexts, remain reactive: in giving
priority to the imported agent, modernism remains something that arrives from
elsewhere, even though it is eventually projected back to the centre in an altered
form. A more multi-directional and decentred account would suggest that Australia
produced its own distinct modernisms contemporaneously and in dialogue with
the modernisms produced elsewhere. Dark’s interwar writing developed through
her relationship to both international and local forms of culture, so that it was
different from and connected to the modernisms that emerged in other locations.

Eleanor Dark and the Transnational Turn

The ideas produced by the paradigmatic shifts of transnationalism and the new
modernist studies afford useful ways of addressing Dark's writing. In particular,
they help to overcome a key difficulty that has confronted critics of Dark’s work:
that of trying to make her quite diverse body of work cohere. Scholars have
struggled to unite her more psychologically focused and recognisably modernist
1930s novels with the nationally oriented historical fiction that followed. By the
1950s and 1960s, critical accounts of Dark’s writing were dominated by the Timeless
Land historical trilogy (1941–53), which was viewed as both the crowning
achievement of her oeuvre and a departure from her earlier work. In his 1951 essay
“The Progress of Eleanor Dark”, G.A. Wilkes viewed the first two historical novels
as a significant “progression” from Dark’s earlier stage of writing.59 H.M. Green’s
account of Dark in A History of Australian Literature (1961) and A.K. Thomson’s
in Understanding the Novel: The Timeless Land (1966) similarly emphasise her as a
writer of historical fiction.

In the 1970s and 1980s, Humphrey McQueen and Drusilla Modjeska shifted
attention back to Dark’s 1930s novels by investigating her engagement with
modernism. Writing about the emergence of Australian modernism in visual art in
The Black Swan of Trespass (1979), McQueen noted that both Sun Across the Sky and

57 Peter Brooker and Andrew Thacker, “Introduction: Locating the Modern”, in Geographies of
Modernism: Literatures, cultures, spaces, eds. Peter Brooker and Andrew Thacker (London; New
York: Routledge, 2005), 4.

58 Friedman, “Periodizing Modernism”, 430–31.
59 G.A. Wilkes, “The Progress of Eleanor Dark”, Southerly 12, no. 3 (1951): 140.
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Waterway “fitted the Joycean model of summing up an entire life in the activities of
a single day”.60 McQueen’s account, which explored the interrelationships between
Australian painting, writing, interior design, fabric and architecture, represents
a broadening of understandings of Australian modernism to include both high
and commercial forms. In her important study Exiles at Home: Australian Women
Writers 1925–1945 (1981), aimed at recovering the details of mid-century women
writers, Drusilla Modjeska similarly drew attention to Dark’s modernism, arguing
that she “experimented with techniques and devices that were being taken up
in Europe between the wars”.61 Modjeska’s preference for Dark’s earlier, feminist
and modernist works over her historical fiction nonetheless produced a similarly
segmented approach to that of earlier accounts of Dark’s writing. In her
interpretation of modernism as an elite and largely European mode, Modjeska’s
account also signifies a return to a narrower conception of modernist aesthetics
than that of McQueen’s study.

Modjeska’s analysis also reflects the largely national framework within which
studies of Dark’s work – and Australian literary studies more generally – operated
until the 1980s. While very significant in drawing attention to formerly neglected
Australian women writers, Exiles at Home relies upon the limiting spatial tropes
of nation and home, often producing a binary between nationally focused writers
such as Dark, Marjorie Barnard and Miles Franklin, and those associated with
expatriatism and cosmopolitanism, such as Christina Stead. Modjeska’s view that
Australia in the early part of the twentieth century was insulated from the broader
world is exemplified in the statement that “the only novelists who can really be said
to have made the shift into an idiom and aesthetic of modernism were those who
left the country”.62

It was not until the 1990s that critics explored fully the strong links between
Dark’s historical and modernist novels. In 1999, Susan Carson examined all of
Dark’s writing as a distinctive synthesis between international modernism and
Australian nationalism, anticipating the broadened definitions of modernism
developed by the new modernist studies.63 Brenton Doecke similarly called for
more flexible ways of understanding the historical novel in order to relate The
Timeless Land to literary modernism.64 In 2001, there was a special issue of the
journal Hecate dedicated to Dark’s writing, with accounts by Australian feminist
scholars such as Carole Ferrier, Barbara Brooks, Nicole Moore and Susan Carson.

60 Humphrey McQueen, The Black Swan of Trespass: The Emergence of Modernist Painting in
Australia to 1944 (Sydney: Alternative Publishing, 1979), 100.

61 Drusilla Modjeska, Exiles at Home: Australian Women Writers 1925–1945 (Sydney: Sirius
Books, 1981), 218.

62 Modjeska, Exiles at Home, 40.
63 Susan Carson, “Making the Modern: The Writing of Eleanor Dark” (PhD thesis, University of

Queensland, 1999). Carson has gone on to publish extensively on Dark’s work in a number of
important articles.

64 Brenton Doecke, “Challenging History Making: Realism, Revolution and Utopia in The Timeless
Land”, Australian Literary Studies 17, no. 1 (1995): 49–50.
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These re-evaluations of Dark’s work were strengthened by the release of her private
papers, and by publications which have made these archival materials more widely
available, including the two biographies of Dark, Eleanor Dark: A Writer’s Life
(1998), written by Barbara Brooks with Judith Clark, and “A World-Proof Life”:
Eleanor Dark, A Writer in her Times 1901–1985 (2007), by Marivic Wyndham, and
biographical readings of her fiction by Dark’s relative, Helen O’Reilly.65

There have been further expansions of readings of Dark’s work in the wake
of the transnational turn, which have sought to liberate her writing from a solely
national framework. Bonnie Kime Scott’s essay on Dark in the 2009 special issue of
Hecate based on transnational modernisms explores The Timeless Land in relation
to novels written by Virginia Woolf, Jessie Redmon Fauset and Rebecca West,
finding connections in terms of their critiques of gender systems, colonialism and
capitalism.66 In her chapter in Transnational Ties: Australian Lives in the World
(2008), Susan Carson explores Dark’s work in terms of “the transmission of new
cultural, political and social convictions that swirled around the world in the
1930s”.67 Carson goes some way towards bridging the opposition between Dark and
Stead, arguing that the “development of a gap between those who write ‘at home’
and ‘away’ … tends to gloss over the ways in which the writers meet imaginatively,
and travel through literature, in turn representing and influencing how Australians
think about their world”.68 Similarly, Brigid Rooney explores the “travelling
modernisms, trafficking … in multiple directions” in Waterway.69 In his recent
study Backgazing: Reverse Time in Modernist Culture (2019), Paul Giles emphasises
the internationalism and experimentalism of Dark’s work. He compares Dark’s
oeuvre to that of mid-century American writer James T. Farrell, arguing that both
authors foreground “a heterodox version of temporality in which the recursive
passage from present to past carries as much weight as the existential charge from
present to future”.70 Importantly, Giles accords a significant place to The Timeless
Land trilogy in demonstrating that Dark was “always engaged not just with national
states of affairs but with world culture”.71

65 Barbara Brooks with Judith Clark, Eleanor Dark: A Writer’s Life (Sydney: Pan Macmillan, 1998);
Wyndham, “A World-Proof Life”; Helen O’Reilly, “Time and Memory in the Novels of Eleanor
Dark” (PhD thesis, University of New South Wales, 2009).

66 Bonnie Kime Scott, “First Drafts for Transnational Women’s Writing: A Revisiting of the
Modernisms of Woolf, West, Fauset and Dark”, Hecate 35 (2009): 10–28.

67 Susan Carson, “Paris and Beyond: The Transnational/National in the Writing of Christina Stead
and Eleanor Dark”, in Transnational Ties: Australian Lives in the World, eds. Desley Deacon,
Penny Russell and Angela Woollacott (Acton, ACT: ANU Press, 2008), 229.

68 Carson, “Paris and Beyond”, 232.
69 Brigid Rooney, “Time’s Abyss: Australian Literary Modernism and the Scene of the Ferry

Wreck”, in Scenes of Reading, 101.
70 Paul Giles, Backgazing: Reverse Time in Modernist Culture (Oxford: Oxford University Press,

2019), 199.
71 Giles, Backgazing, 202.
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Relational and Uneven

As these analyses of Dark’s work show, both a transnational paradigm and the new
modernist studies have been particularly generative for studies of Dark’s writing
over the past few decades. Yet as Australian literary studies responds to such
paradigms, it is important that it remains cognisant of the uneven conditions that
prompted writers such as Dark to maintain strong local and national attachments.

While a circulation model aptly conveys the multi-directional forms of cultural
and material travel in which Dark’s interwar fiction participated, it does not always
capture the constraints that she faced as a woman writer operating from a relatively
peripheral location in which literary engagements with modernism and other
forms of international culture were often strictly policed and censored. Over time,
Dark came to appreciate that despite its claims to bring about “universal peace,
progress and plenty”, capitalist modernity in fact “functions in a way that structures
rather than diminishes uneven development and discriminatory power relations”.72

As she expressed it in the final novel that she published, Lantana Lane (1959),
“the little businesses [are] being swallowed by the big businesses, the suburbs being
swallowed by the cities, the little nations crouching beneath the wings of the big
nations from whose benevolent shelter they never will emerge”.73 This description
of the “little nations” struggling to “emerge” from the cultural imperialism of larger
ones resonates with Dark’s own experience of trying to get her work published
in a market that was largely determined by overseas publishers and critics. In the
interwar fiction examined in this book, we will see Dark’s fears about modernity
grow, shifting from a confidence that it will bring about equal work and marriage
conditions for women (albeit, only for middle-class, professional white women),
to an increasing recognition of the asymmetrical class and racial relationships that
constituted the modern world.

These tensions in Dark’s work, between the allure of international modernity
and an awareness of its uneven structures, suggest that utopian conceptions of
modernity and modernism as unrestrained forms of movement, circulation and
exchange may not always hold true for Dark’s experience. Conceptual geographies
of cultural exchange as a web or a network can be too decentred, “as if cultural
authority and opportunity were evenly disseminated throughout the
Anglosphere”.74 Proponents of world literature and global modernism do try to
acknowledge this: Susan Stanford Friedman, for instance, suggests the need to
prevent “discourses of modernity’s fluidity, multi-directionality, and reciprocal
exchange from sliding into a utopian rhetoric of happy hybridity”, arguing that

72 Paul Young, “Peripheralizing Modernity: Global Modernism and Uneven Development”,
Literature Compass 9, no. 9 (2012): 611, 613.

73 Eleanor Dark, Lantana Lane (London: Collins, 1959), 81.
74 Dixon, Photography, 214.
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we can counter this utopian impulse by remembering that modernities and their
modernisms often involved periods of significant social crisis and rupture.75

It is heartening to see that some of the critiques of Dark’s work produced
in the wake of the transnational turn also point to the ongoing importance of
the national scale and settler-colonial context in her writing, and in Australian
literary studies more broadly. Brigid Rooney, for instance, argues that Dark was
interested in a “predominantly national – albeit culturally progressive national”
community, and Susan Carson similarly suggests that Dark’s novels were ultimately
focused on “what it meant to be an Australian in that period of modernity”.76

In her recent study of interwar Australian writing, Sydney and Its Waterway in
Australian Literary Modernism (2021), Meg Brayshaw examines Dark’s Waterway
as a novel that “champions a modern Australia rebuilt upon values of community
and conservation”.77 Importantly, Brayshaw cautions against “a purely transnational
or ‘world’ approach [which] risks minimising the impact of these systems on
settler texts, which are often imbricated with racialised logics in complex ways”.78

Some critics have opted for regional rather than transnational approaches to Dark’s
writing. Sarah Ailwood, for example, compares Dark’s engagement with
modernism and the settler nation to the writing of Katherine Mansfield, and Jessica
Gildersleeve explores The Little Company as an example of the “traumatic
cosmopolitanism” experienced by British and Australian women in a regional
articulation of modernity.79 David Carter and Roger Osborne have recently
investigated Dark’s engagement with the American book market in Australian
Books and Authors in the American Marketplace 1840s–1940s (2018) – a particularly
important account for this study, as it recognises the significance of middlebrow
taste and cultural institutions to the publication of Dark’s work in the United
States, particularly in relation to The Timeless Land.80 By avoiding the tendency
of more extreme formulations of transnational or world literature to absorb local
differences, these accounts move towards providing a “scale-sensitive” mode of
reading that is attentive to the particular conditions of mid-century Australia,81 just
as Middlebrow Modernism: Eleanor Dark’s Interwar Fiction strives to do.

75 Friedman, “Planetarity”, 482.
76 Rooney, “Time’s Abyss”, 108; Carson, “Paris and Beyond”, 235, 239.
77 Meg Brayshaw, Sydney and Its Waterway in Australian Literary Modernism (Sydney: Palgrave

Macmillan, 2021), 109.
78 Brayshaw, Sydney and Its Waterway, 14–15.
79 Sarah Ailwood, “Anxious Beginnings: Mental Illness, Reproduction and Nation Building in
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1–2 (2016): 7–17.

80 See Carter and Osborne, American Marketplace, 262–70.
81 Robert Dixon, “Australian Literature, Scale, and the Problem of the World” in Text, Translation,

Transnationalism: World Literature in Twenty-First Century Australia, ed Peter Morgan, 173–95.
Melbourne: Australian Scholarly, 2016”, 22.
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Although this study favours a decentred and multi-directional model of
culture, it will at times draw on other paradigms to capture the ways in which
Dark’s writing was shaped by her position as a woman writer in a semi-peripheral
location implicated in a wider capitalist world-system. I will sometimes make use
of contested terms such as core, centre and periphery because, as Mark Wollaeger
argues, they continue to have resonance in mapping “the unequal distribution
of economic power across the globe”.82 Equally, the idea of a singular modernity
organised around capitalism, offered by Marxist critics such as Fredric Jameson
and in Immanuel Wallerstein’s world-systems theory, has value for capturing the
ways in which settler-colonial modernity was linked in to and shaped by more
powerful locations. Drawing on the Marxist understanding of modernity as “simply
capitalism itself ”, Jameson understands it as a singular phenomenon constituted by
structural unevenness.83 Wallerstein proposes that the world can be divided into
three zones of core, periphery and semi-periphery, and that one can “understand
the structural differences between the zones only if you look … at the logic that
held the whole world together: that is, the world-system”.84 Drawing on these ideas,
Pascale Casanova and Franco Moretti link literature with global capitalism. Moretti,
for example, suggests that there is “one literary system (of inter-related literatures)”
and that this system is “profoundly unequal”.85

Dark’s cultural output, and the way it was shaped by the expectations of
publishers in the more powerful locations of London and New York, similarly
speaks to the unequal position of settler-colonial modernity within a world system,
demonstrating how opportunity and access were not evenly distributed across the
globe. Opportunities to publish locally were scarce, and interwar Australian writers
relied significantly on the London and New York book markets for publication.86

All except one of Dark’s interwar novels were published first in London or New
York and then shipped back to Australia. In navigating the complex expectations

82 Mark Wollaeger, “Introduction”, in Oxford Handbook, 6.
83 Jameson, Singular Modernity, 80.
84 David Palumbo-Liu, Bruce Robbins and Nirvana Tanoukhi, “Introduction: The Most Important

Thing Happening”, in Immanuel Wallerstein and the Problem of the World: System, Scale,
Culture, eds. David Palumbo-Liu, Bruce Robbins and Nirvana Tanoukhi (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2011), 2. See Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World-System (New York:
Academic Press, 1974).

85 Franco Moretti, “Conjectures on World Literature”, New Left Review 1, no. 1 (2000): 55–56. See
also Casanova, World Republic; Franco Moretti, Modern Epic: The World-System from Goethe to
García Márquez (London; New York: Verso, 1996); “World-Systems Analysis, Evolutionary
Theory, Weltliteratur”, Review 28, no. 3 (2005): 217–28.

86 Robert Dixon, “Australian Fiction and the World Republic of Letters, 1890–1950”, in The
Cambridge History of Australian Literature, ed. Peter Pierce (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2009), 225; Richard Nile and David Walker, “The ‘Paternoster Row Machine’ and the
Australian Book Trade, 1890–1945”, in History of the Book in Australia, 1891–1945: A National
Culture in a Colonised Market, eds. John Arnold and Martyn Lyons (St. Lucia, Qld: University of
Queensland Press, 2001), 5, 7–8. See also Richard Nile, The Making of the Australian Literary
Imagination (St. Lucia, Qld: University of Queensland Press, 2002).
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of publishers and reviewers across three continents, Dark had to make a number
of pragmatic choices in her writing. She struggled to achieve overseas publication
for her more experimental novel, Prelude to Christopher, due to resistance from her
agents and publishers in England and America, and this forced her to make some
stylistic and thematic compromises in her subsequent work, Return to Coolami
(1936).

The concept of structural unevenness is also important in revealing the way
that Dark not only recognised some of the unequal power relationships that shaped
modernity, but unconsciously participated in them. Dark based her ethics on a
form of liberal humanism that made her sensitive to the ways in which the state
encroached on certain elements of human liberty; however, she remained
somewhat blind to the whiteness and middle-class nature of this ideological
position. As such, her writing participated in the ongoing displacement of
Aboriginal peoples, even as it tried to engage with historic injustices against them.
Dark’s work goes further than that of many other settler writers of the period in
recognising colonisation as an ongoing act of invasion; however, her politics were
limited by “available discourses” that associated Aboriginal people with primitivism
and timelessness.87 Like other examples of modernist primitivism, such as D.H.
Lawrence’s The Plumed Serpent (1925) or Katharine Susannah Prichard’s Coonardoo
(1928), Dark frequently approached Indigenous cultures as sources of renewal,
providing a “fundamental critique of bourgeois civilization and its ideology of
progress” that rested upon a binary between the primitive and the modern.88 For
example, her idea of the mythic timelessness of the Australian landscape and its
peoples, which appears first in her interwar writing and is expressed most fully
in The Timeless Land, allowed her to invest Aboriginal peoples with a vitalist
significance; however, it also relied upon what Johannes Fabian calls the “denial of
coevalness”, wherein Indigenous cultures are relegated to “a Time other than the
present of the producer of anthropological discourse”.89

Dark’s novels also perpetuated the “dying race” trope at a time when it was
becoming increasingly untenable. Waterway was published in 1938, the year of the
Sesquicentenary, during which the Aborigines Progressive Association (APA) and
the Australian Aborigines League (AAL) staged the Aboriginal Day of Mourning,
a protest timed to coincide with the official Australia Day celebrations that marked
150 years since the arrival of the First Fleet on 26 January 1788. APA members

87 Susan Carson, “Conversations with the Land: Environmental Questions and Eleanor Dark”, in
Land and Identity: Proceedings of the 1997 Conference University of New England Armidale New
South Wales 27–30 September 1997, eds. Michael Deves and Jennifer A. McDonnell (Association
for the Study of Australian Literature, 1998), 193. See also Stephen Muecke, Textual Spaces:
Aboriginality and Cultural Studies (Sydney: UNSW Press, 1992), 19–35.

88 Andreas Huyssen, “Geographies of Modernism in a Globalizing World”, in Geographies of
Modernism, 7. See also Marianna Torgovnik, Gone Primitive: Savage Intellects, Modern Lives
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1990).

89 Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes its Object (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2014), 31.
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William Ferguson and Jack Patten called for Aboriginal people to be “accorded
full citizen rights, and to be accepted into the Australian community on a basis
of equal opportunity”.90 Dark was in contact with some of the non-Indigenous
supporters who helped to organise the protest, including P.R. Stephensen and
Xavier Herbert, and this event would surely have called attention to problems
with the dying race theory.91 Yet although she begins Waterway with the central
character, Oliver Denning, imagining the arrival of the First Fleet from the point of
view of an Eora man 150 years before, Dark also describes Aboriginal people as “a
brave and ancient race fading slowly to extinction, its language scantily recorded,
its virtues unremembered, its miseries ignored” (11, 12). The fact that she resigned
Indigenous peoples to the past drastically limited her ability to engage with the
material demands for equal access to citizenship, education and employment
expressed by Aboriginal activists, or to challenge the policies designed to eliminate
racial minorities in 1930s “White Australia”. There are no contemporary Indigenous
characters in Dark’s novels, and her most in-depth study of the effects of
colonisation on First Nations peoples (in The Timeless Land) relegates the issue to
the past. Dark’s settler position was in some ways powerful in its sense of distance
from the metropolitan centre, and in other ways limited in its failure to recognise
the forms of injustice, avoidance and displacement in which it was complicit.

Middlebrow Modernism

One of the ways in which Middlebrow Modernism: Eleanor Dark’s Interwar Fiction
differs from recent studies of Dark’s work is in its emphasis on her engagement with
mid-century middlebrow culture. While the modernist qualities of Dark’s 1930s
writing were readily observed at the time of publication, and have recently been
the subject of renewed critical interest, what has been less apparent in studies of
her work is the relationship between these styles and the middlebrow. Critics have
frequently pointed to the ways in which Dark’s novels combine elements of popular
fiction such as romance with modernist narrative techniques; however, few have
identified this as a middlebrow strategy. As Faye Hammill and Michelle Smith
observe in their analysis of mid-century Canadian travel magazines, middlebrow
print cultures offer “a space where high and popular culture meet, and where
art encounters consumerism”, so that the combination of mass and high cultural
elements is characteristic of the middlebrow.92 This gap in the literature on Dark
seems to be the product of what David Carter calls the “missing middlebrow” in

90 Aborigines Progressive Association, J.T. Patten and W. Ferguson, “Aborigines Claim Citizen
Rights!: A Statement of the Case for the Aborigines Progressive Association”, Publicist, 1938.

91 For an account of Stephensen and Herbert’s involvement in the Day of Mourning staged by
Aboriginal protest groups, see Craig Munro, Inky Stephensen: Wild Man of Letters (St. Lucia,
Qld: University of Queensland Press, 1992), 180–85; Ellen Smith, “White Aborigines: Xavier
Herbert, P.R. Stephensen and the Publicist”, Interventions 16, no. 1 (2014): 97–116.
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Australian literary and cultural studies – the exclusion of the mid-range from a field
which has been more interested in high and low expressions of culture – than of
any lack of relevance of the term.93

The fact that Dark’s writing can be considered both modernist and middlebrow
is unusual, given that these are often viewed as antithetical modes. In historical
terms, the word middlebrow emerged out of a modern cultural scene in which
it was defined against high modernism.94 When it was first coined in the 1920s,
the term was wielded by cultural elites against products that appeared to lack the
status and experimentalism of high culture and the legitimacy of low culture.95

The earliest use of the term in print has been traced to an article that appeared in
London’s Daily Chronicle in 1923, which was quoted in an Australian newspaper in
the same year.96 The more oft-cited early example is a comment in Punch in 1925
that “[t]he BBC claim to have discovered a new type, the ‘middlebrow’. It consists
of people who are hoping that some day they will get used to the stuff they ought
to like.”97 In key publications, including F.R. Leavis’ Mass Civilisation and Minority
Culture (1930), Q.D. Leavis’ Fiction and the Reading Public (1932) and Virginia
Woolf ’s satirical essay “Middlebrow” (published posthumously in 1942), British
cultural elites outlined their oppositions to mass culture and the new cultural
category it had produced, the aspirational middlebrow.

Because the terms highbrow, middlebrow and lowbrow are unstable categories
and have complex meanings depending on who is invoking them, they are
extremely difficult to define. One of the main characteristics associated with the
middlebrow is accessibility and broad appeal, whereas modernism is usually
associated with aesthetic difficulty.98 Those who defended the middlebrow
associated this accessibility with a democratic quality, as in J.B. Priestley’s
exploration of the “broadbrow”; however, others such as F.R. Leavis linked it with
mass consumer culture and a “process of levelling-down”.99 Scholars who have

92 Faye Hammill and Michelle Smith, Magazines, Travel, and Middlebrow Culture: Canadian
Periodicals in English and French, 1925–1960 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2015), 10.

93 David Carter, “The Mystery of the Missing Middlebrow or The C(o)urse of Good Taste”, in
Imagining Australia: Literature and Culture in the New New World, eds. Judith Ryan and Chris
Wallace-Crabbe (Cambridge, MA; London: Harvard University Press, 2004), 174.

94 Phyllis Lassner, Ann Rea and Genevieve Brassard, “Reading Sideways: Middlebrow into
Modernism”, The Space Between 9, no. 1 (2013): 7.

95 Lisa Botshon and Meredith Goldsmith, “Introduction”, in Middlebrow Moderns: Popular
American Women Writers of the 1920s, eds. Lisa Botshon and Meredith Goldsmith (Boston,
MA: Northeastern University Press, 2003), 3.

96 The Queenslander, 12 May 1923, quoted in Kate Macdonald, “Introduction: Identifying the
Middlebrow, the Masculine and Mr Miniver”, in The Masculine Middlebrow, 1880–1950: What
Mr. Miniver Read, ed. Kate Macdonald (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 6, 23.

97 Punch, 23 December 1925, quoted in Macdonald, “Introduction”, 7.
98 Jaime Harker, America the Middlebrow: Women’s Novels, Progressivism, and Middlebrow

Authorship Between the Wars (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2007), 19.
99 J.B. Priestley, The Balconinny and Other Essays (London: Methuen, 1929), 166–67; F.R. Leavis,

For Continuity, Essay Index Reprint Series (Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press, [1933]
1968), 18.
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investigated the historical middlebrow in the British context, including Rosa Marie
Bracco and Nicola Humble, focus on the ways in which it encoded and negotiated
middle-class values, particularly those relating to gender and class, as in Humble’s
conception of the “feminine middlebrow”.100 Studies of the American middlebrow
by scholars such as Janice Radway and Joan Shelley Rubin examine the institutions
of subscriber book clubs and endorsed book collections, showing how these
produced middlebrow, aspirational taste.101 In Australia, researchers investigating
mid-century middlebrow culture, including David Carter, Victoria Kuttainen,
Susann Liebich, Sarah Galletly, Robyn Greaves, Anna Johnston, Mitchell Rolls and
Robert Dixon, have focused particularly on the modernising and internationalising
qualities of middlebrow reading, so that their work helps to shift images of interwar
Australia as closed and provincial.102

In what ways can the fiction discussed in this book be associated with the
middlebrow? The short stories that Dark wrote in the 1920s were produced for a
variety of Australian commercial magazines which have been linked with national
middlebrow culture, including the Triad (1915–27), Art in Australia (1916–42)
and The Home (1920–42). Dark later used the skills she developed in her 1920s
magazine writing to produce novels that combined modernist narrative techniques
with elements of popular romance. By repackaging experimental devices and
progressive ideas in accessible and entertaining stories, the middlebrow modernism
of her 1930s novels provided readers with a winning combination of both quality
and entertainment.103

Dark’s work suffered many of the same criticisms that were frequently levelled
at the feminine middlebrow. The middlebrow is an inherently gendered concept,

100 See Rosa Maria Brocco, Merchants of Hope: British Middlebrow Writers and the First World War,
1919–1939 (Providence, RI: Berg, 1993); Nicola Humble, The Feminine Middlebrow Novel, 1920s
to 1950s: Class, Domesticity, and Bohemianism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); “Sitting
Forward Or Sitting Back: Highbrow v. Middlebrow Reading”, Modernist Cultures 6, no. 1 (2011):
41–59.

101 See Janice Radway, A Feeling for Books: The Book-of-the-Month Club, Literary Taste, and
Middle-Class Desire (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997); Joan Shelley Rubin,
The Making of Middlebrow Culture (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992).

102 See Carter, “Mystery”, 173–201; Sarah Galletly, “The Spectacular Traveling Woman: Australian
and Canadian Visions of Women, Modernity, and Mobility between the Wars”, Transfers:
Interdisciplinary Journal of Mobility Studies 7, no. 1 (2017): 70–87; Robyn Greaves, “A ‘Grim and
Fascinating’ Land of Opportunity: The Walkabout Women and Australia”, JASAL: Journal of the
Association for the Study of Australian Literature 14, no. 5 (2014): 1–12; Anna Johnston and
Mitchell Rolls, Travelling Home, Walkabout Magazine and Mid-Twentieth-Century Australia
(London; New York: Anthem Press, 2016); Victoria Kuttainen, “Illustrating Mobility: Networks
of Visual Print Culture and the Periodical Contexts of Modern Australian Writing”, JASAL:
Journal of the Association for the Study of Australian Literature 17, no. 2 (2017): 1–16; Victoria
Kuttainen and Susann Liebich, “Worldly Tastes: Mobility and the Geographical Imaginaries of
Interwar Australian Magazines”, Transfers: Interdisciplinary Journal of Mobility Studies 7, no. 1
(2017): 52–69; Kuttainen, Liebich and Galletly, Transported Imagination.

103 David Carter suggests that this combination was essential to the middlebrow, in “‘Some Means
of Learning of the Best New Books’: All About Books and the Modern Reader”, Australian
Literary Studies 22, no. 3 (2006): 333.
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often linked with women, whereas the highbrow has traditionally been gendered
as masculine.104 Although there has been some expansion of middlebrow studies
to investigate the “masculine middlebrow” – for example, in the essay collection
The Masculine Middlebrow, 1880–1950: What Mr. Miniver Read (2011) – the terms
that were usually levelled at middlebrow writers, including romantic, earnest,
conservative and sentimental, are also ones commonly gendered as feminine.
Dark’s contemporaries did not use the term middlebrow to describe her work but it
was nonetheless implied in their critiques. M. Barnard Eldershaw suggested that an
“unwilling or thinly disguised romanticism” made Dark’s plots “conventional”, and
that her novels were filled with “the stuff of melodrama”.105 Nettie Palmer seems to
have implied the middlebrow when she wrote in her journal that Return to Coolami
was written to “high magazine standard”.106 G.A. Wilkes used the term “slick”
to describe Dark’s 1930s novels when reviewing them in 1951, as did A. Grove
Day when writing about Dark’s short stories in his full-length study, Eleanor Dark
(1976).107 These critiques, which link Dark’s work with both mass consumer culture
and the sentimentality associated with the feminine middlebrow, go some way
towards explaining why she took such pains to assert and defend the seriousness of
her work when she came into contact with important cultural figures such as the
Palmers in the 1930s.

We will see in this study that Dark’s middle-class values and liberal humanist
beliefs fit well with a middlebrow emphasis on feeling, emotional identification,
education and ethical behaviour. Her interwar writing focuses mostly on characters
from the social class with which she was most familiar, that of the middle-class
professional. Dark was uniquely positioned to represent members of this newly
emerging professional-managerial class: her husband Eric Dark was a general
medical practitioner who was involved in developing a new treatment for
tuberculosis, and published books such as Diathermy in General Practice (1930) and
Medicine and the Social Order (1942). Her aunt, Marion Louisa Piddington, was a
radical advocate for family planning and a founder of the New South Wales Racial
Hygiene Association. Both were part of the new class of professionals who, in the
first decades of the twentieth century, participated in the scientific management of

104 See Christoph Ehland and Cornelia Wächter, “Introduction: ‘… All Granite, Fog and Female
Fiction’”, in Middlebrow and Gender, 1890–1945, eds. Christoph Ehland and Cornelia Wächter
(Leiden; Boston: Brill Rodopi, 2016), 1–17.

105 Barnard Eldershaw, Essays, 189, 197.
106 Nettie Palmer diary, 15 May 1936, quoted in Brooks with Clark, Eleanor Dark, 143.
107 G.A. Wilkes, “The Progress of Eleanor Dark”, Southerly 12, no. 3 (1951): 142; A. Grove Day,

Eleanor Dark (Boston: Twayne, 1976), 28.
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social reform.108 The works discussed in the chapters that follow provide fascinating
insight into, and at times question, these changing social roles.

In all of her novels, Dark presents her modern ideas through characters that
make quintessentially middlebrow appeals to readers’ emotions and empathy. Her
writing draws on what Janice Radway calls middlebrow “personalism”: “an
individualism of both affect and empathy” which recognised that “[p]eople felt
– and they felt for others”.109 As Radway shows in her study of the American
Book-of-the-Month Club, middlebrow novels invite readers to “inhabit the parallel
self provided by a book, to feel the way it vibrated both physically and emotionally
in response to its own context, and to participate in a difference that was thereby
rendered comprehensible”.110 This focus on feeling meant that Dark could
emphasise what Emmanuel Levinas describes as the ethical realm of the
“face-to-face”: moments that offer individuals the opportunity for “ethical
awareness between the self and the face of the other”, and which open the reader up
to an Other that is “startling in its otherness, compelling in its demands upon the
self ”.111

Dark’s interwar fiction can be read alongside the work of writers in other
international contexts who similarly navigated the realm of the “high
middlebrow”.112 Significantly, these are the writers who Dark also read. In 1928,
she was interviewed by Zora Cross for a profile piece in The Australian Woman’s
Mirror. Although Dark had yet to publish any novels, Cross (writing under the
pseudonym of Bernice May) described her as “one of the sincerest and most gifted
of our women writers”, referencing the short stories and poems Dark had published
in the Bulletin under the pseudonym of Patricia O’Rane.113 Cross recalls speaking
to Dark at her home in Katoomba:

After luncheon we talked books in the enchanted garden. Patricia O’Rane is fond
of the moderns. Galsworthy is a god – but so is Dickens, and she has a passion
for the feminine writers, Rebecca West, Tennyson Jesse, Storm Jameson and G.B.
Stern.114

108 Kerreen M. Reiger, The Disenchantment of the Home: Modernizing the Australian Family,
1880–1940 (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1985), 1–2. For discussions of the role of
science and medicine in Dark’s work, see Susan Carson, “Finding Hy-Brazil: Eugenics and
Modernism in the Pacific”, Hecate 35, no. 1–2 (2009): 124–33; Anne Maxwell, “Biopolitics and
Eleanor Dark’s Prelude to Christopher”, Australian Literary Studies 26, no. 2 (2011): 76–90.

109 Radway, Feeling, 283.
110 Radway, Feeling, 284.
111 Jessica Berman summarising Levinas, in “Ethical Folds: Ethics, Aesthetics, Woolf ”, Modern

Fiction Studies 50, no. 1 (2004): 152.
112 Nicola Humble in Elke D’hoker and Nicola Humble, “Theorizing the Middlebrow: An Interview

with Nicola Humble”, Interférences littéraires/Literaire interferenties 7 (2011): D’hoker and
Humble, “Theorizing”, 260.

113 “Bernice May” [Zora Cross], “Patricia O’Rane”, The Australian Woman’s Mirror 4, no. 44 (25
September 1928), 54.

114 May, “Patricia O’Rane”, 8, 54.
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Dark rarely spoke publicly about her literary influences, and so this list provides an
intriguing insight into her reading tastes (or at the least the tastes that Cross chose
to share with readers of the Mirror). Most of the writers listed here as “moderns”
are contemporary without necessarily being modernist in the more traditional
sense of the term. Rather, they are writers of the feminine middlebrow, and also
members of the English political middlebrow: male writers associated with the
Edwardian period whose works were popular in the 1920s and 1930s, such as
John Galsworthy.115 To this list, we can add H.G. Wells, George Bernard Shaw and
Aldous Huxley – writers whom Eleanor and Eric Dark both enjoyed. The fact that
Dark was reading these authors suggests that she was engaged with work that spoke
to “wide appeal, literary quality, entertainment, and intellectual interest [that] could
still be imagined together”.116

Middlebrow Modernism in Interwar Australia

The middlebrow quality of Dark’s modernist engagements was to some extent a
product of the material conditions faced by Australian writers in the interwar
period. Australian readers, whose tastes were “largely international and
middlebrow”, often used English and American reviews and prizes to determine
their reading choices.117 If, as Beth Driscoll argues, one of the characteristics of
the middlebrow is that it is overtly mediated through distribution mechanisms and
cultural institutions, then, in an era when “responses of overseas reviewers were
eagerly awaited at home and had a powerful effect on a writer’s domestic sales and
reputation”, all interwar Australian writers seeking to gain any success needed to
rely on middlebrow institutions, including reviews, awards and subscriber book
clubs.118 Furthermore, the relative lack of elite cultural institutions such as
university presses (at least compared to the English and American contexts) meant
that Australian writers and critics – many of whom expressed resistance to the
influence of both low- and middlebrow American culture – needed to publish in
the middlebrow sphere.119 Vance Palmer, Miles Franklin, Marjorie Barnard and
Katharine Susannah Prichard all published extensively in commercial publications
such as newspapers and magazines, rather than in high culture journals like the
English Scrutiny, so that their work was “located institutionally on the cusp of
highbrow and middlebrow”.120

115 Anna Vaninskaya, “The Political Middlebrow from Chesterton to Orwell”, in Masculine
Middlebrow, 164.

116 David Carter, “Literary, but Not Too Literary; Joyous, but Not Jazzy: Triad Magazine,
Antipodean Modernity and the Middlebrow”, Modernism/modernity 25, no. 2 (2018): 263.

117 Dixon, “Australian Fiction”, 226–27.
118 Beth Driscoll, The New Literary Middlebrow: Tastemakers and Reading in the Twenty-First

Century (Sydney: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 25–32; Dixon, “Australian Fiction”, 224.
119 Dixon and Rooney, “Introduction”, xiii; David Carter, “Modernity and the Gendering of

Middlebrow Book Culture in Australia”, in Masculine Middlebrow, 143.
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Dark similarly had to cater for the middlebrow tastes of local readers and
overseas publishers, agents and critics. Yet despite the fact that the middlebrow
quality of her writing was in some ways a forced choice, we will see that Dark
navigated the middlebrow market in ways that were particularly skilful. The
accommodations that Australian writers had to make in order to achieve overseas
publication and local visibility were not only negative: as David Carter and Roger
Osborne have argued, the fact that Australian writers were compelled to navigate
international book markets could act as a vector of modernisation and
internationalism, “giving books the power to travel further, and what we might call
the power to be modern”.121 The skilful ways in which Dark combined modernism
with popular romance to meet the tastes of her publishers and readers speaks to
recent middlebrow studies which reformulate the middlebrow not as an inferior
mode of reading and writing but as “a sophisticated integration of a range of
cultural practices in order to provide an entertaining and intellectual
understanding of modernity”.122 Faye Hammill, for instance, argues that the
middlebrow was a “productive, affirmative standpoint for writers who were not
wholly aligned with either high modernism or popular culture”.123

In Middlebrow Modernism: Eleanor Dark’s Interwar Fiction, I read the
middlebrow quality of Dark’s work not as an inherently constraining factor but as
one which demonstrates her successful and intelligent negotiation of a complex
range of cultural and market trends. Rather than lament the middlebrow qualities
in her writing, and regret the ways in which she increasingly moved away from
more recognisably modernist styles to experiment with other genres such as
historical fiction in the 1940s, it is the cross-generic, hybrid nature of her fiction
and the ways in which it represents an engagement with both settler-colonial
modernity and mid-century international culture that most interests me. Her work
represents one of the more successful ways in which a settler Australian writer
navigated new transnational opportunities and contributed to the transmission of
modern ideas and aesthetic styles in the mid-century period, as shown by the
selection of The Timeless Land for the Book-of-the-Month Club – an institution
which Joan Shelley Rubin and Janice Radway suggest was profoundly
middlebrow.124 In Dark’s work, modernism was mediated by middlebrow tastes,
making her modernist engagements more accessible, more subject to affect and
attachment, and more aligned with middle-class rather than elite forms of culture.
Her fiction may have opened up mid-century Australian writing to more
experimental and non-realist modes, as her novels offered more nuanced ideas and

120 Carter, “Modernity”, 143.
121 Carter and Osborne, American Marketplace, 3; Carter, “Modernity”, 138.
122 Melissa Sullivan and Sophie Blanch, “Introduction: The Middlebrow – Within or Without

Modernism”, Modernist Cultures 6, no. 1 (2011): 5.
123 Faye Hammill, Women, Celebrity and Literary Culture Between the Wars (Austin: University of

Texas Press, 2007), 6.
124 Dixon, “Australian Fiction”, 244. See Rubin, Middlebrow Culture; Radway, Feeling for Books.
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modernist narrative techniques than the “middlebrow nationalism” of Ernestine
Hill, Henrietta Drake-Brockman, Ion L. Idriess and Frank Clune, but were also
more accessible than the works of Christina Stead and Patrick White.125 Dark’s
middlebrow modernism was not a lesser, weaker form of modernism than the
high modernism that emerged in other contexts at the same time; rather, it was
a different kind of modernism: “a modernism askew”, as Daniel Tracy suggests of
the middlebrow modernism he identifies in Anita Loos’ serial novel Gentlemen
Prefer Blondes (1925).126 While some British and American writers also combined
modernism and the middlebrow in productive ways, the Australian case was
unusual in that modernism often emerged in middlebrow publications rather than
in high culture institutions; in this sense, middlebrow modernism was one of the
key ways in which literary modernism first developed in Australia in the interwar
years.127

The fact that Dark’s modernism emerged in relation to and through
commercial forms of culture illuminates some of the parallels between the
Australian literary and visual arts scenes. As Ann Stephen, Andrew McNamara
and Philip Goad observe in Modernism & Australia: Documents on Art, Design
and Architecture 1917–1967 (2006), in the Australian context modernist artistic
practices often emerged through such interdisciplinary fields as design and
architecture, rather than through more conventional sources of high culture.128

While in the realm of high art there was some resistance to modernist abstraction,
in the commercial sphere it was retailers, department stores, advertisers and
middlebrow periodicals such as The Home and Art in Australia that were “among
the earliest to turn modern”, so that artistic modernism had a particularly
commercial flavour.129 While the late interwar period saw the emergence of
Australian institutions designed to support modern art, such as the Contemporary
Art Society established in Victoria in 1938, the Australian public was still much
more likely to encounter artistic modernism through advertisements and
illustrations than in gallery exhibitions and art schools.130 In the same way, Dark’s
middlebrow modernism, which includes an engagement with mass forms of
consumer culture such as magazine fiction, romance, and popular cinema, suggests
that commercial culture may have acted as a conduit for literary modernism in the
Australian context.

125 Carter, “Mystery”, 184. See also Greaves, “Grim and Fascinating”, 1–12; Anna Johnston, “1943:
Ernestine Hill’s The Great Australian Loneliness is packed into U.S. Armed Service Kitbags”, in
Telling Stories: Australian Literary Cultures 1935–2010, eds. Tanya Dalziell and Paul Genoni
(Melbourne, Monash University Press, 2013), 84–90.

126 Tracy, “Vernacular Humor”, 138.
127 See Carter, “Mystery”, 173–201.
128 Ann Stephen, Andrew McNamara and Philip Goad, “Introduction”, in Modernism & Australia:

Documents on Art, Design and Architecture 1917–1967, eds. Ann Stephen, Andrew McNamara
and Philip Goad (Carlton, Vic: Miegunyah Press, 2006), 4.

129 Stephen, McNamara and Goad, “Introduction”, 4.
130 Helen Ennis, Photography and Australia (London: Reaktion Books, 2007), 82.
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Mapping Eleanor Dark’s Middlebrow Modernism

This study provides the first full-length, single-author account of Dark’s writing to
be published since American literary scholar A. Grove Day produced the first one
in 1976. The lack of sustained critical attention to Dark’s work is quite remarkable
given that she is one of the most important and well-known Australian writers
of the mid-century period. As discussed earlier in this introduction, there have
certainly been important essays on Dark’s writing produced over the last few
decades, including in recent years by both emerging Australian scholars and
international critics.131 Middlebrow Modernism: Eleanor Dark’s Interwar Fiction
seeks to build upon and stimulate this developing critical interest by providing
a much-needed, in-depth study of a crucial stage of Dark’s writing. In drawing
attention to her engagements with not only literary modernism but also a wide
range of commitments – settler nationalist, cosmopolitan, regional, liberal
humanist, commercial and middlebrow – I aim to ensure that the varied ways in
which Dark mediated modernity are not obscured in her recovery as an important
modernist.

This book seeks to make space for an element of Dark’s fiction that has been
particularly under-examined in studies of her work: her liberal humanism. Dark’s
liberalism was problematic for many of her contemporaries in the politically
polarised atmosphere of the 1930s. A number of her friends who joined the
Communist Party were uncomfortable with the middle-class nature of Dark’s status
as a doctor’s wife and her large house in Katoomba: Jean Devanny remarked in
1945, in response to reading The Little Company, “It’s being stuck in that beautiful
home on top of a mountain. She is in the clouds!”132 More recently, in the context

131 Examples of new work on Dark by Australian scholars include: Meg Brayshaw, “Trans-Scalar
Sydney, Narrative Form and Ethics in Eleanor Dark’s Waterway”, JASAL: Journal of the
Association for the Study of Australian Literature 17, no. 1 (2017): 1–10; Sydney and Its
Waterway, 105–34; Melinda J. Cooper, “‘A Masterpiece of Camouflage’: Modernism and
Interwar Australia”, Modernist Cultures 15, no. 3 (2020): 316–40; “‘Adjusted’ Vision: Interwar
Settler Modernism in Eleanor Dark’s Return to Coolami”, Australian Literary Studies 33, no. 2
(2018): 1–28; Kathleen Davidson, “Landscapes and Mindscapes: The Confluence of Modernism
and Ecopoetics in Eleanor Dark’s Return to Coolami”, Philament: A Journal of Literature, Arts,
and Culture 24, no. 2 (2018): 1–31; Gildersleeve, “Traumatic Cosmopolitanism”, 7–17. A
collected volume of essays on Dark’s writing, edited by Fiona Morrison and Brigid Rooney, is in
progress and due to be published by Sydney University Press in 2023. A conference on Dark,
“Beyond Time: Reading Eleanor Dark in 2020”, was scheduled to be held in Sydney in May 2020
but was postponed due to restrictions attending the COVID-19 pandemic. For evidence of
increasing international engagement with Dark’s work, see David Trotter’s discussion of
Waterway in The Literature of Connection: Signal, Medium, Interface, 1850–1950 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2020), 155–59; and Emma Garman’s exploration of Prelude to
Christopher in “Feminize Your Canon: Eleanor Dark”, Paris Review, 9 January 2019.

132 Jean Devanny to Frank Ryland, 15 August 1945, in As Good as a Yarn with You: Letters between
Miles Franklin, Katharine Susannah Prichard, Jean Devanny, Marjorie Barnard, Flora Eldershaw
and Eleanor Dark, ed. Carole Ferrier (Cambridge, UK; Oakleigh, Vic: Cambridge University
Press, 1992), 131.
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of the rigorous critiques of the racial, class and gendered blind spots of liberal
humanism that have taken place over the last few decades in literary studies, Dark’s
liberal humanism has again been treated as a conservative element of her writing.133

It will not be the aim of this study completely to recuperate her liberal humanist
commitments, but rather to try to understand them from the point of view of
the interwar period, rather than only in terms of the exclusions which post-1980s
theory has revealed.

Each of the six chapters that follows engages with a particular novel that
Dark worked on or published during the interwar years, while also making links
between these and her other writings. I will read these works of fiction in terms
of their engagement with the key critical concepts that have been introduced here:
middlebrow modernism, regional cosmopolitanism, settler-colonial modernity,
and liberal humanism. The first chapter explores how Dark mediated images and
ideas circulated through the mass marketplace in both the short stories she
produced for Australian periodicals in the 1920s and her early novel, Slow Dawning
(1932). In tracing how Dark capitalised on the growing demand for women’s
romance and light fiction that took place as a transnational phenomenon in the
interwar period, this chapter will show how she used these market opportunities
to explore a number of progressive concerns related to issues such as travel,
technology, sexuality, censorship and the Modern Woman. This early, 1920s stage
of Dark’s writing has generally been minimised in studies of her work, yet it is
important in illuminating how an Australian writer contributed with confidence to
the transmission of modern ideas and new types of popular and middlebrow fiction
in the interwar period.

Chapter 1 will also investigate Dark’s early expression of liberal humanism,
showing how in her 1920s fiction she drew on an intellectual heritage of New
Liberalism to extend modern rights and freedoms to particular social groups who
were often regarded as outside of its scope, including new kinds of middle-class,
professional white women. Slow Dawning provides a narrative about a Modern
Woman whose individual struggles are entangled with collective women’s
emancipation, and in this sense, it demonstrates the political potential of
post-suffragist, progressive middlebrow women’s fiction in a period when New
Liberal intellectuals sought to reconcile the individual and the state.

Chapter 2 focuses on Dark’s experimental novel Prelude to Christopher (1934),
using it to explore the relationship between literary modernism and cultural
nationalism in interwar Australia. Drawing on the metaphors of disease and
contagion that Dark foregrounds in the novel, this chapter reads Prelude to

133 One scholar who has examined some of the emancipatory potential of Dark’s liberal humanism,
particularly in relation to Prelude to Christopher, is Anne Maxwell. See Anne Maxwell,
“Education, Literature and the Emotions: A Salute to Eleanor Dark’s Prelude to Christopher”,
JASAL: Journal of the Association for the Study of Australian Literature 12, no. 1 (2012): 1–11;
“Biopolitics and Eleanor Dark’s Prelude to Christopher”, Australian Literary Studies 26, no. 2
(2011): 76–90.
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Christopher as a commentary about interwar Australia’s openness to international
cultural influences. It also explores some of the developments that occurred in
Dark’s liberal humanist thinking in the 1930s. In contrast to Slow Dawning, Prelude
to Christopher signifies a retreat from some of the state-based solutions of Dark’s
father’s generation of liberal reformism to offer a more traditional emphasis on the
ideas of classical liberalism, including the primacy of the individual human subject,
freedom of expression, and the importance of culture and art.

The third chapter explores the role of mass consumer culture in Dark’s
modernism. While modernism has typically been associated with high culture,
there is a growing body of research that explores its close relationship with the
commercial marketplace.134 Dark’s writing aptly demonstrates this interconnection,
frequently crossing over what Andreas Huyssen famously called the “great divide”
between mass and high expressions of culture.135 We can observe this in the
interconnection between Dark’s modernist narrative style and the cinematic
conventions she observed in Hollywood cinema. Through an examination of
Return to Coolami (1936), I show how Dark embraced some of the new
technologies of mass culture, including the changing forms of visual perception,
speed and mobility produced by motor travel, cinema and photography. Although
the entanglement between modernism and commercial culture is not unique to
Dark’s work, she gave elements of popular culture great prominence in her writing,
making her short stories and novels strong examples of what Miriam Hansen refers
to as “vernacular modernism”.136 Chapter 3 also explores how Dark’s vernacular
modernism was connected to her settler nationalism, as she used both modernist
and popular ways of representing visual perception, time, memory and psychology
to articulate claims for cultural legitimacy.

The second half of this study, which focuses on Sun Across the Sky (1937),
Waterway (1938) and The Timeless Land (1941), examines Dark’s fiction in terms of
its response to the pressures of the late interwar period. As the 1930s progressed,
Dark increasingly engaged with large-scale social issues and questions of class
and race, so that her writing shifted from the feminine middlebrow towards the
political middlebrow. Like the British authors Storm Jameson and Winifred Holtby

134 See, for example, Ann L. Ardis and Patrick Collier, Transatlantic Print Culture, 1880–1940:
Emerging Media, Emerging Modernisms (New York; Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008);
Dixon and Kelly, eds., Impact of the Modern; Celia Marshik, At the Mercy of their Clothes:
Modernism, the Middlebrow, and British Garment Culture (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2016); Lawrence Rainey, Institutions of Modernism: Literary Elites and Public Culture
(New Haven, CT; London: Yale University Press, 1999).

135 See Andreas Huyssen, After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1986), 44–62. Chowrimootoo makes a similar claim of
the middlebrow modernism of British composer Benjamin Britten, arguing for the usefulness of
the middlebrow category in destabilising hierarchies of high and low culture. See
Chowrimootoo, Middlebrow Modernism, 1–29.

136 Miriam Bratu Hansen, “The Mass Production of the Senses: Classical Cinema as Vernacular
Modernism”, Modernism/modernity 6, no. 2 (1999): 59–77.
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(both of whom she read), Dark used the middlebrow novel form to express leftist
political commitments and provide social critique, exploring such issues as the
Depression, the spread of fascism, and the likely advent of a second global conflict.
In Sun Across the Sky, which is the subject of Chapter 4, Dark emphasises the
social role performed by culture – a stance that David Carter refers to as “aesthetic
utopianism” – and offers visual art and poetry as means of achieving cultural
continuity in a period of significant rupture and crisis.137

Both Chapters 4 and 5 will demonstrate some of the difficulties faced by writers
of Dark’s generation in adapting the novel form to meet the challenges of the late
interwar period. In Waterway, which is the subject of Chapter 5, Dark registers
some of these tensions by depicting Sydney Harbour as a contested site associated
with both the romance of international travel, and significant friction between the
local and the global. Chapter 5 also provides some discussion of Dark’s wartime
novel The Little Company (1945), which extends the aesthetic utopianism of both
Sun Across the Sky and Waterway.

While some of Dark’s earlier works show great enthusiasm for elements of
commercial culture, her late 1930s fiction increasingly frames mass modernity as
a threat to the organic community. In these novels, a different form of vernacular
culture emerges: that of the organic national community, which Dark locates in
the precolonial Aboriginal past and in settler Australians such as the fisher-folk in
Sun Across the Sky, whom she depicts as Aboriginal cultures’ natural successors.
In yearning for more authentic forms of culture, Dark’s work connects with the
views of contemporary British critics such as F.R. Leavis, and their Australian
cultural-nationalist counterparts such as Vance Palmer.138 These critics argued that
the organic society of the pre-industrial era was under significant threat because of
mass consumer culture.139 Dark similarly pits an organic, settler Australian culture
against mass modernity, although while Leavis mourned for a pre-existing British
folk tradition, the one envisaged by Dark does not fully exist yet but will take its
bearings from Aboriginal culture. As we will see, Dark shared the tendency of many
mid-century settler artists and writers to express their hopes for white Australian
culture through a fascination with and appropriation of “the Aboriginal figure and
her unquestioned claim to be born of the land”.140

The final chapter examines Dark’s most radical investment in the tactic of
middlebrow personalism and her most extended treatment of settler and
Indigenous race relations, in the first instalment of her historical trilogy, The
Timeless Land (1941). Written during the late interwar period and published in
the early years of the Second World War, this novel was remarkable in its time

137 Carter, Always Almost, 197.
138 Matthews, Dance Hall, 19–20.
139 See, for example, F.R. Leavis and Denys Thompson, Culture and Environment (London: Chatto

and Windus, 1933).
140 Smith, “White Aborigines”, 104. See also Belinda McKay, “The Art of Living: Vance Palmer and

Eleanor Dark on the Sunshine Coast”, Queensland Review 24, no. 2 (2017): 202–14.
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for depicting Australian colonial history through the imagined perspectives of a
number of Aboriginal characters. Chapter 6 reads The Timeless Land as an example
of mid-century “middlebrow orientalism” (or what I refer to as middlebrow
Aboriginalism): the invocation of non-Western cultures to provide a reading
experience based on alterity, empathy and imagination.141 While middlebrow
studies today often frames such strategies as productive (albeit limited)
engagements with cultural difference in the mid-century context, this chapter asks
how Dark’s middlebrow Aboriginalism was implicated in the broader desires and
projects of settler nationalism and modernist primitivism.

Taken together, the chapters in this study aim to paint a picture of Dark’s
middlebrow modernism as a complex, often skilful and sometimes conflicted
negotiation of a number of aspects of interwar culture that have often been
excluded from accounts of modernism/modernity. In the conclusion of the book, I
will draw together the various strands that emerge in this study and briefly consider
the fiction that Dark produced after the interwar period, to reinforce how her whole
body of work has the potential to defamiliarise our understandings of modernism
and expand our conceptions of how modernity was experienced, translated and
mediated in and across various locations in the mid-century period.

141 The term “middlebrow orientalism” is drawn from Christina Klein’s study, Cold War
Orientalism: Asia in the Middlebrow Imagination, 1945–1961 (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2003).
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