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Adelaide as Literary City: 
Introduction

Philip Butterss

The Origins Of LiTerary adeLaide

All cities are literary cities: places where people read, places 
where people write, places people write about. Perhaps, 
though, not all cities can claim to have their very origins 
in the domain of the literary. The theory of 'systematic 
colonisation', on which the European settlement of South 
Australia was based, received its first book-length airing in 
1829 in Edward Gibbon Wakefield's A Letter from Sydney, 
but the volume was hardly the straightforward, first-hand 
account of life in New South Wales implied by its title. In 
her essay in Adelaide: A Literary City, Kerryn Goldsworthy 
describes Wakefield's volume as 'a factual document using 
fiction-writing techniques' (23). A recent PhD thesis calls it 
'largely a work of imaginative speculation' (Radzevicius 8).

Even if A Letter from Sydney counts in some senses as 
'literary', much more relevant to Adelaide's future life as a 
literary city is its central argument. Wakefield's book sets 
out a utopian vision of a new colony in which literature 
might have an integral place. Its narrator criticises Sydney, 
finding that 'intellectual society' is notably absent and 
observing that writers, scientists and philosophers are 
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unlikely to emigrate to locations where their skills will not be valued and 
rewarded (40). By contrast, he asserts that a colony based on his principles 
will attract a long list of British citizens, including all the components 
of a literary culture: 'printers, schoolmasters and schoolmistresses, 
booksellers, authors, publishers, and even reviewers' (187).

Unlike New South Wales as he imagined it, Wakefield's ideal colony 
was intended to replicate the institutions of the old country. It was crucial 
that there should be no convicts, that land should be priced so labourers 
might buy it only after an appropriate period of employment, and that the 
settlement should be concentrated. In other words, Wakefield wanted a 
respectable society, with a middle-class whose members were guaranteed 
a supply of employees, and where people lived in proximity to each other. 
More than all the other Australian colonies, then, South Australia was 
envisioned as having an ordered provincial English city at its heart, one 
with all the preconditions for a literary culture.

However, although literature might have been part of Wakefield's 
overall conception, it was hardly a priority, either for him or for his 
followers. Among the proponents of systematic colonisation were those 
keen to solve the problems of overcrowding, unemployment and poverty 
in Britain. At the other end of the spectrum were those who wanted to 
make a fortune for themselves. For both groups and everyone in between, 
economic success was at the heart of the enterprise.

The South Australian Literary Association was founded in London 
on 29 August 1834, just two weeks after the South Australian Act received 
royal assent. In spite of the name, though, its focus was resolutely 
pragmatic and material. One of the organisation's original aims was to 
establish 'a library of reference and circulation' for the use of people in 
the new colony, but the literature which members wished to share was 
'useful knowledge' rather than creative or artistic writing (Minute Book). 
To better reflect this emphasis, within a few months it was calling itself 
the South Australian Literary and Scientific Association. Members were 
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wealthy and educated, and included a number of men who were to be 
prominent in Adelaide, such as Osmond Gilles, Robert Gouger, Thomas 
Gilbert and George Kingston. Wakefield, himself, was not a member, but 
his brother Daniel was. They met regularly in Adelphi Terrace, London, 
for what were known as conversaziones—lectures and discussions on topics 
of relevance to the colony, such as natural history, geology, horticulture, 
astronomy, Aborigines, policing, and a monetary system. It was not until 
the fifteenth conversazione, a year after the association had been formed, 
that Robert Owen, the controversial Welsh social reformer, gave the first 
explicitly literary paper: 'on the influence of Literature on the institution 
of nations, and habits of the people'. His audience consisted of thirty-six 
ladies and gentlemen. Captain John Hindmarsh, soon to be governor, 
had been elected President and was in the chair.

To further the association's initial aim of establishing a library, 
Robert Gouger made a donation of more than fifty books and four 
volumes of collected pamphlets. One of the authors whose works were 
included was Barron Field, represented by a dry account of the colony 
of New South Wales rather than by his First Fruits of Australian Poetry, the 
first book of verse published in Australia. Similarly, the library included 
William Charles Wentworth's A Statistical, Historical, and Political Account 
of the Colony of New South Wales rather than his long poem, Australasia, 
runner up for the chancellor's gold medal at Cambridge in 1822 (Minute 
Book). The rest of the material, too, consisted of factual accounts of 
existing colonies and information of practical use. Wakefield's A Letter 
to Sydney was probably the most literary of all the books in the library, 
though it was valued not as imaginative writing but as analysis and 
theory. By the time that the colonists began to sail to South Australia 
during 1836, Gouger's donation had been supplemented with a range 
of accessible and informative volumes published by the Society for the 
Diffusion of Useful Knowledge and with religious tracts provided by 
George Fife Angas. The library was packed into a large iron chest and 
shipped on the Tam O'Shanter (Hailes 3-4). It might not have been full 
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of poetry or novels, but it was a collection of reading material that could 
later be developed in different directions.

An indication that, unlike the penal colonies of New South Wales 
and Van Diemen's Land, the cultural institutions of Britain were to be 
replicated from the outset was the foundation of the South Australian 
Gazette and Colonial Register. More than thirty years earlier, Robert 
Thomas had established a printing, bookselling, and law stationery 
business in Fleet Street. Now, attracted by Wakefield's ideas, he decided 
to join the new colony as publisher of a newspaper, to be edited by his 
friend, George Stevenson, who was also the governor's secretary. So keen 
was Thomas to get his venture off to a good start that he issued its first 
number in London on 18 June 1836, before setting sail. Among a handful 
of advertisements on the front page was one for Black and Armstrong, a 
London publishing and bookselling company which offered to fill any 
orders for books, paper or other stationery that might be required in 
South Australia.

As the nine ships set out during 1836 for the new colony, there were 
mixed signs as to the likelihood of a successful literary culture. In the first 
place, five hundred and fifty people was a tiny group to support any kind 
of artistic pursuits. Nor did some of the most influential among them 
show an interest in such matters. Governor Hindmarsh's presidency of 
the South Australian Literary and Scientific Association had derived 
from his office rather than his commitment to its original aims, and, on 
the Buffalo, he clashed with his secretary over the establishment of a 
public library. According to Stephenson, the governor asked scornfully 
'What good will books do our Colony?' (Stevenson, 13 September 1836).

Nevertheless, among the new colonists were those had worked 
in the British book industry, like Robert Thomas, or who had moved in 
literary circles, or tried their hand at writing, and literature was not an 
interest they left behind. Mary Thomas, his wife, had published Serious 
Poems in London in 1831. In the preface, she claimed modestly that it 
had been written 'with a sole view to the instruction and amusement' of 
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her family (v), though in fact, as its title might indicate, the book included 
several long and ambitious pieces. It ran to 276 pages. She continued to 
write during the passage to South Australia, recording in her journal a 
riddle in verse about the death of her cat on board ship and composing 
a couple of more sombre poems—'A Farewell to England' and, on the 
same theme, 'Adieu' (Evan Thomas xiii-xiv; 112-13). Many of the colonists 
had packed their favourite books or their hand-copied albums of much-
loved poems. In addition, Robert and Mary Thomas brought with them 
on the Africaine some essential infrastructure: the colony's first printing 
press, a large quantity of type and paper, and even an apprentice printer.

On the Buffalo, commanded by Governor Hindmarsh, was Fidelia 
Hill, whose luggage included a body of poetry in manuscript that she had 
been encouraged to publish in England prior to departure. While in the 
harbour at Rio de Janeiro, she composed a poem remembering her brother, 
Thornton, who had earlier died in Jamaica (33-4). Others on board also 
used writing to pass the time, and enough contributions were received 
for at least two issues of an amateur literary magazine, handwritten on 
sheets of foolscap under the title of the 'Buffalo Telegraph'. As in the 
Adelaide of the future, critics could be harsh, with passengers describing 
the second number as 'a dead failure' containing 'scarcely a redeeming 
point of intelligence or wit' (Stephenson, 4 August 1836).

Among the passengers on the Buffalo with connections to literary 
life in Britain were George and Margaret Stevenson, who had married 
in London just before the ship sailed. George had written articles for 
the London Globe, edited by Margaret's father, who was an accomplished 
writer and translator. Margaret was a friend of Kate Hogarth, who would 
later marry Charles Dickens. One of the guests at the Stevensons' wedding 
was Henry Lytton Bulwer, a poet, among other things, and brother of the 
famous novelist, Edward Lytton Bulwer. Margaret's elegant prose can be 
seen in the diary she wrote with her husband in 1836 and 1837; she also 
composed a ballad about what she saw as Hindmarsh's stupidity and 
incompetence on the voyage.
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Not surprisingly, it was a tough environment for the pursuit of 
literature in the early days of the colony, as is clear from the fate of the 
Literary and Scientific Association's library at the end of its long journey. 
On the 18 December 1836, the Tam O'Shanter ran aground on a sandbar 
in the Port River and began taking on water. Colonel William Light, who 
was nearby on board the Rapid, records that it was only after four days 
work by the crews of both vessels 'lightening her and pumping' that the 
Tam O'Shanter was freed (Elder 90). During the process, the books were 
damaged, and water stains can still be seen on some of them in the State 
Library of South Australia (Bridge 7). In explaining why the trunk had 
still not been unpacked, over a year later, Thomas Horton James offered 
evidence to support the views attributed to Hindmarsh:

Young Colonies are not very anxious about books, and reading is 
but little indulged in generally, the amusements during day light 
at least, being entirely out of doors, in these fine climates, and of 
a much more attractive and stirring interest than any thing within. 
(James 172)

At the same time, though, there were those for whom reading and 
writing was an essential part of the educated, cultivated life that they 
saw themselves leading, or to which they aspired. In seeking to make the 
colony, in Wakefield's words, an 'Extension of Britain', they used literature 
as a pastime, as a means of reflecting quietly, or as a way to help cope with 
personal difficulties, just as they had in the northern hemisphere.

Sixteen years had elapsed between the establishment of a penal 
colony in New South Wales and the appearance of the first piece of original 
poetry in The Sydney Gazette; sixteen months after Governor Hindmarsh's 
arrival in Adelaide, the Southern Australian published Nathaniel Hailes's 
'South Australian Melodies. No. I.' (8 May 1839, 3). Robert Gouger, the 
Colonial Secretary, was one who wrote verse privately. As they had in 
Britain and on the passage to the southern hemisphere, Mary Thomas, 
Margaret Stevenson and Fidelia Hill also continued to produce poems. 
When the last of these imagined what the settlement might become, the 
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result was a piece called 'Adelaide', in which the future city was described 
as a version 'of London and of home' (Hill 42). In 1840, Hill became the 
first woman and the first South Australian to publish a book of poems 
in Australia with Poems and Recollections of the Past. From the start, then, 
although it was small and fragile, the city had a literary life and it was 
making its own contribution to what would become the nation's literary 
history.

AdelAide: A literAry City

Earlier versions of almost all the essays in this book were delivered as 
papers at a symposium on 'Literary Adelaide' in February 2012. Adelaide: 
A Literary City is not, therefore, an attempt to provide any systematic 
or exhaustive treatment of the history or present state of Adelaide's 
literary output or literary culture. Instead it brings together a number 
of separate contributions addressing, in often quite different ways, a 
range of connected topics: in particular, the representation of Adelaide in 
literature, literary culture in Adelaide, and the place of Adelaide writers 
and writing within Australian literary history.

Writing from Adelaide is acknowledged but, not surprisingly, under-
examined in the major literary histories of Australia: Oxford, Penguin, 
and Cambridge. Partial, but for different reasons, is Paul Depasquale's 
A Critical History of South Australian Literature: 1836-1930, which contains 
much useful information for the period it covers but could fairly be 
described as idiosyncratic. Australian literary journals include a selection 
of valuable articles on Adelaide writers, and Southwords: Essays on South 
Australian Writing, which I edited in 1995, also brings together a range of 
essays by scholars in the field. In addition, there are fine biographies of 
individual South Australian writers, such as Catherine Helen Spence by 
Susan Magarey, Matilda Evans by Barbara Wall, and Barbara Hanrahan 
by Annette Stewart, to name three. Carl Bridge's A Trunk Full of Books 
and Michael Heyward's The Ern Malley Affair are both examples of the 
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excellent research on specific aspects of Adelaide's literary history. 
Nevertheless, countless gaps in the scholarship remain, and the work in 
Adelaide: A Literary City helps to fill some of them.

Many of the essays address questions about Adelaide as it is 
represented in writing about the city. Kerryn Goldsworthy suggests 
that, with the notable exception of Barbara Hanrahan, there is relatively 
little literature evoking the texture of Adelaide life in comparison to 
David Malouf's Brisbane, Helen Garner's Melbourne, or Patrick White's 
Sydney. Alison Broinowski agrees with this assessment, proposing 
Patrick Allington as one of the few fiction writers who today succeed 
in capturing 'the look and feel' of the city. Goldsworthy suggests that 
Adelaide originated in a series of acts of writing, and goes on to present 
a fascinating case that the relative absence of evocative writing about 
place is the result of a long tradition of representing it as a planned city, 
a utopia, or a paradise.

Other essays turn their attention to the kind of Adelaide that does 
emerge from the literature written about the city. Peter Kirkpatrick opens 
his account of the Jindyworobak movement with an analysis of a striking 
Rex Ingamell poem in which Adelaide is viewed perhaps from Mount 
Lofty, and is depicted as having a 'spiritually abiding Aboriginal presence' 
(126), and he continues, among other things, with a larger exploration 
of the Jindyworobaks' treatment of place. In discussing a series of 
autobiographical novels by women who grew up in the city during the 
1920s and 1930s, Susan Sheridan acknowledges the dominance of 
Barbara Hanrahan's impressions of Adelaide during second half of the 
century, and wonders whether her authors were in some ways responding 
to Hanrahan's vision. She finds that Nancy Cato, Geraldine Halls and 
Nene Gare 'write the Adelaide of this period into existence—its city 
shops, dance halls and cinemas, its suburban homes and schools' (95). 
Fragments of a more recent Adelaide consistently emerge in the poetry 
of Ken Bolton, as discussed by Jill Jones: glimpses of the slightly edgy 
Hindley Street and its surrounds, occasionally of the eastern side of the 
city or of the inner southern suburbs.
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Among the contemporary representations of place examined in 
Adelaide: A Literary City is the work of Amy T. Matthews and J.M. Coetzee. 
In End of the Night Girl (2011), Matthews, who grew up in Adelaide, vividly 
depicts the city as experienced by a waitress in her twenties, struggling on 
a range of fronts. Coetzee's Slow Man was published in 2005, three years 
after his relocation to South Australia, and two years after he received 
the Nobel Prize for literature. As Gillian Dooley points out in her essay, 
he takes from the real city a set of briefly sketched places and uses them 
not to depict an accurate Adelaide but an Adelaide that serves the novel's 
purposes. He explores a different phase of life to that of Matthews's 
protagonist, but one similarly difficult. Dooley concludes that, in contrast 
to its reputation as a city with a dark side, these two novelists both present 
it as 'a relatively benign, safe place' (254). This version of the city is, in 
fact, not unlike the nurturing and sedate Adelaides found by Sheridan in 
the autobiographical novels of Cato, Halls and Gare.

Though in Wakefield's initial conception, the ideal colony might 
have had at its heart a city where the literary could flourish, often the 
relationship between Adelaide's literary culture and the society of which 
it forms a part has not been easy. The early tension between the economic 
and the literary has given way to other more complex relations, sometimes 
fraught in different ways.

In the middle of the nineteenth century, George Isaacs relished 
taking the fight to conservative Adelaide society, as Anne Black shows in 
her essay on this now virtually unknown writer. Black's research brings 
to light not only important information about the author of the first 
novel published in South Australia, but also invaluable detail about the 
difficulties in surviving as a writer in the Adelaide of the 1860s. Early 
in the twentieth century, it was C.J. Dennis and a group of like-minded 
bohemians who were trying to prick and sting the politically and socially 
conservative members of Adelaide society with their satirical weekly, the 
Gadfly, as my own essay on Dennis outlines. Betty Snowden's chapter 
offers readers some of her biographical research on Max Harris, who, 
by the mid-twentieth century was pricking pretensions almost as a 
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vocation. In all three cases the forces of conservatism responded in kind, 
with Isaacs's reputation severely damaged by an obituary in one of the 
newspapers he had attacked, with Dennis's Gadfly forced to close because 
it relied for advertising on those whom it mocked, and with Harris under 
siege, particularly in the Ern Malley hoax and subsequent Angry Penguins 
obscenity trial.

Not surprisingly, Adelaide: A Literary City gives a good deal of 
attention to particular periods when literary life was at its most creative 
and energetic. Kirkpatrick's research on the Jindyworobaks is a significant 
re-examination of that important Adelaide-based poetic movement from 
the late 1930s, giving, among other things, an acute reading of the racial 
politics of the poems.

Several essays examine specific aspects of the 1950s and 1960s, 
while Alison Broinowski takes a broader view of that exciting period 
when the creative energies of people such as Geoffrey Dutton, Rosemary 
Wighton, Max Harris, Mary Martin, John Bray and Ninette Dutton meant 
that Adelaide could be known as 'the Athens of the South', though 
possibly with just a trace of irony. As well as giving a personal perspective 
on this period, Broinowski takes account of other crucial fundamentals 
for a flourishing literary culture, for instance the bookshops like the 
WEA, the Argonaut, and Mary Martin's, and the publishing houses like 
Griffin, Wakefield, and Rigby. Jill Roe's essay, too, mentions the vibrant 
literary life of mid-twentieth century Adelaide, similarly giving attention 
to the infrastructure on which that culture depended. Also playing a 
surprisingly significant role in supporting Adelaide's literary life at this 
time—perhaps because of the city's size—is the University of Adelaide. 
Several essays point, for instance, to professors J.I.M. Stewart and Charles 
Jury's role in encouraging young writers, and Geoffrey Dutton's input is 
also stressed.

At the same time, however, Broinowski's is a justifiably ambivalent 
account of the city, drawing attention to the dangers of smugness, of 
looking inwards, of complacency, and of resenting those who choose to 
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leave. Jill Jones's essay on Bolton is similarly aware of the advantages and 
potential disadvantages of a city the size of Adelaide. As she points out, 
when Bolton arrived from Sydney over thirty years ago, he was attracted 
by the anonymity that Adelaide offered. But she goes on to delineate 
gently the provincial nature of the city, mainly tracing the positives in 
its relative distance from larger metropolises, but also hinting at the 
drawbacks. The dangers of a small town mentality might well be evident, 
too, in the nervousness that Sheridan discerns in Nancy Cato about 
the reception of Marigold, in which she had criticised the strait-laced 
Adelaide of many decades earlier.

Another related and important question is how Adelaide may have 
shaped the writing that took place within it. Sheridan asks whether 
the experiences of growing up female depicted in the novels of Cato, 
Halls and Gare could have been located in any other Australian city. 
Nicholas Jose hints at a connection between the 'flat grids' of Adelaide 
and the 'honest discipline' of Geoffrey Dutton (197). Peter Kirkpatrick 
argues that the 'modern urban life' of the Adelaide-based Jindyworobak 
movement was 'the precondition' for the primitivism at the heart of 
their poetic project (126). And Jill Jones considers whether there might 
be a difference in Bolton's mood in his Adelaide poems in comparison 
with his earlier Sydney poems—a shift that perhaps corresponds with 
his move from 'Sydney’s multitudinous curves to Adelaide’s flatter, less 
frenetic ways' (243). She finds a greater calmness in his Adelaide work, 
perhaps connected to its slower pace of life.

Sometimes Adelaide: A Literary City reveals surprising contributions 
that Adelaide has made to the nation's literary history. For example, 
William Storrie's Letters frae Saunders McTavish to his Guid-brither in the 
Kintra, as Graham Tulloch points out, stands alone in 'South Australian 
(and Australian) literature … as a full-blooded expression of Scottish 
identity in an entirely Australian setting through the use of the Scots 
language' (71). Better known is C.J. Dennis's The Songs of a Sentimental 
Bloke, which today retains its position as having sold more copies than 
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any other Australian book of verse. Although written near Melbourne 
and published in Sydney, my essay argues that the style and ideas that 
flourished in that volume had largely been developed before its author 
left Adelaide, where he received his first encouragement to write, and 
where he cut his teeth as a poet and journalist.

This collection of essays also adds an Adelaide dimension to literary 
criticism—and, sometimes, historical research—that has been carried 
out in relation to other parts of Australia. Since the institutional rise 
of Australian literary studies, the question of the relationship between 
Sydney and the bush and Melbourne and the bush has received much 
study, for example, in Wilde, Hooton and Andrews's Oxford Companion 
to Australian Literature and the work of Chris Wallace-Crabbe. Here, 
Jill Roe begins the process of examining the literary dimension of 
a similar relationship in South Australia, taking her cue from John 
Hirst's influential history, Adelaide and the Country, which addressed the 
social and political connections between metropolitan and rural South 
Australia. In looking at the literary impact of the city on the country 
and vice-versa, she finds that the divide was seldom as marked in South 
Australia as it was in those eastern states. Similarly broadening existing 
scholarship is Sheridan's work, which augments Joy Hooton's classic 
account of Australian women's autobiography, Stories of Myself When 
Young, by examining Cato and Halls, whose material was published after 
Hooton's book.

Peter Kirkpatrick notes, in passing, that Adelaide falls outside 'the 
dominant literary axis of the eastern states', and that this might have played 
some part in the reception of the Jindyworobaks' poetry. His revision of 
the usual readings of the movement argues that their primitivism should 
be seen as 'a distinct mode of Australian modernism' (128).

In their essays, Betty Snowden and Nicholas Jose provide new 
information about Max Harris and Geoffrey Dutton, both probably better 
known in Adelaide than nationally. Snowden stresses the contribution of 
the larger-than-life Harris to the literary and cultural world of Adelaide, 
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as a precocious young student, as poet and novelist, as editor of literary 
magazines, and as energetic participant in the book trade. As she points 
out, Harris had a close partnership with Dutton, whose reputation is 
examined in Jose's perceptive analysis of New York Nowhere, Dutton's last 
substantial poem. Using this autobiographical piece as 'a lost key', Jose 
moves between a detailed knowledge of the poet's personal history and a 
subtle interpretation of the poem to throw much light on both.

I'm very pleased that this volume is able to include the text of 
Dutton's New York Nowhere. It was originally published in 1998 in a 
lavishly produced and expensive limited edition of just 175 copies, which 
included etchings by John Olsen, photographs by Robert Littlewood, 
and a recording of Dutton reading the work. New York Nowhere's release 
was overshadowed by its author's death, a few weeks earlier. It is here 
made widely available for the first time.

Adelaide has inevitably played its part in the lives of writers from 
other regions of Australia, and one example of this is its role in Patrick 
White's career as a playwright. Several of the essays in Adelaide: A Literary 
City refer to the opposition to White from conservative elements in the 
city, and the efforts of people like Harris, Dutton and Harry Medlin in 
ensuring that The Ham Funeral, The Season at Sarsparilla and Night on Bald 
Mountain received their premieres in productions from the University of 
Adelaide Theatre Guild. In addition, Jose uses his examination of New 
York Nowhere to counter the unfair assessments by Patrick White of 
Geoffrey Dutton, through which, he suggests, many today have gained 
their opinions of the latter.

And finally, at a time when literary criticism is stressing 'the 
transnational', it is worth noting that, of course, writing in Adelaide has 
always been strongly connected with literature throughout the rest of 
the world, and this is something that emerges in many of the essays in 
this volume. Graeme Tulloch's chapter on the surprising prominence 
of Scots and those of Scottish descent in Adelaide and its literary life 
examines the complex and multiple identities negotiated in and through 
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Scottish literature during the seventy-five years after the proclamation of 
the colony. He details the popularity of Robert Burns and Walter Scott, 
delineates the ambiguous position of Scottish writing within English 
literature, and discusses writing in Adelaide, including the importance 
of Scottish identity as a strand in the work of Catherine Helen Spence. 
While it is Tulloch who examines the transnational in the most focused 
way, the interconnectedness of literary Adelaide with international 
literature is everywhere through this volume: in C.J. Dennis's reading of 
Rider Haggard and Charles Dickens and in the importance of Rudyard 
Kipling to his work; in the reading material consumed by country readers 
surveyed by Jill Roe; in the traces of Christina Stead and Henry James 
in the writers examined by Susan Sheridan; in the Jindyworobaks' 
connection with international modernism; in Max Harris's voracious 
reading; in the breadth of Geoffrey Dutton's literary references, as 
evidenced by New York Nowhere; and in Ken Bolton's connections with 
Manhattan, to name only some examples.

adeLaide as a LiTerary CiTy

Like all cities, Adelaide has, in its own smallish way, always been literary—
as producer and consumer of literature and as subject of literature. It was 
never going to have a large literary culture in relation to its counterparts 
elsewhere in Australia, and therefore it was never likely to have a creative 
output to rival those places.

However, the literary has always had a significant place in Adelaide's 
identity—arguably for much of its life a more significant place than in 
other Australian capitals. When the colony was founded, the centrepiece 
in many South Australians' sense of their difference was the idea that their 
new home was untainted by the transportation of convicts. Adelaide's 
belief that it was more respectable, more cultured, and less brash than 
its colonial neighbours, was augmented through the nineteenth century 
by a series of factors. These included the enduring legacy of Wakefield's 
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rhetoric, the prominence of dissenters, the number of churches, and the 
absence of a large-scale South Australian goldrush. But its interest in 
literature, and in high culture, more broadly, has figured prominently 
in the city's self-definition from early in its life, becoming increasingly 
important after the cessation of transportation to the other colonies.

By the mid-1890s, before William Mitchell left London to take up the 
chair of English Language and Literature at the University of Adelaide, he 
was informed that 'Adelaide, in proportion to its population, might claim 
to be the most literary city in Australia'. On his arrival, he was struck 
by 'the widespread interest in literature' in the city, as demonstrated by 
attendances at public lectures on literary topics, and by the memberships 
of literary societies (Advertiser, 19 December 1895, 7). Perhaps interest in 
the literary was actually no greater than in any Australian capital city, but 
it may well be that Adelaide's sense of itself as a cultured and civilised 
place was more significant to its inhabitants than was the case elsewhere. 
Throughout the twentieth century, the city has continued to value the 
literary, and to take pride in some of its formidable achievements in 
this area, such as Writers' Week, Australia's oldest literary festival; the 
Friendly Street Poets, Australia's oldest public reading community; the 
South Australian Writers' Centre, the first such body to be established 
and a model for others throughout the country; and the establishment 
of the first chair in creative writing in any Australian university, and the 
highly successful program which that has allowed. During that period the 
connection between the literary and respectability has probably largely 
disappeared, but a focus on creativity and culture remains prominent.

Today, literary Adelaide is thriving. The 'printers, schoolmasters 
and schoolmistresses, booksellers, authors, publishers, and even 
reviewers' that Wakefield imagined more than 180 years ago have been 
supplemented by the infrastructure just mentioned, by ArtsSA and its 
support mechanisms, by an online literary culture that connects the city 
to the rest of the world, and by countless reading groups and public 
readings. Adelaide is home to a vast array of interesting writers, such as 
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Peter Goldsworthy, Anna Goldsworthy, Sean Williams, Dylan Coleman, 
Vikki Wakefield, Jan Owen, Mem Fox, Stephen Orr, Brian Castro, Hannah 
Kent and many others, including some contributors to this collection of 
essays. Its flourishing literary life continues to be an important component 
of one of Adelaide's most significant identities. Adelaide: A Literary City 
hopes to broaden and deepen our understanding of that long strand in 
the city's life.
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3 Scots and Scottish 
Literature in Literary 
Adelaide

Graham Tulloch

Literature has many roles and serves many purposes. One 
of the most common uses to which literature has been 
put, both by its producers and by its consumers, is as an 
expression of personal, regional or national identity. This 
chapter is concerned with the reading and writing of 
literature as an expression of identity, and it concentrates 
on a particular case: the use of literature as an expression 
of Scottish identity by Scots living in Adelaide in the first 
75 years of European settlement. In doing this, it defines 
a specifically Scottish 'literary Adelaide' as encompassing 
both the consumers of Scottish literature (Adelaide 
readers and performers of works written in Scotland, often 
themselves of Scottish origin) and the producers of Scottish 
literature, or Scottish-Australian literature (the Adelaide 
writers of Scottish birth or descent who produced literary 
texts with Scottish themes or language). For these two 
overlapping groups Scottish literature performed a variety 
of functions but this chapter concentrates on one of these, 
the use of Scottish literary texts as a marker of Scottish 
identity.
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Before discussing how Scottish literary Adelaide used Scottish 
literature as an expression of identity, I consider the ambivalent nature of 
Scottish identity. By the time the colony of South Australia was founded, 
Scotland had already been part of the United Kingdom for more than a 
century. Scots could identify themselves as Scots but also as Britons, and 
even, although much more rarely, as English. Indeed, it was common for 
Scots to have a sense of dual or multiple national identity. This duality 
was carried over to the new colonial context where further possibilities 
offered themselves, including being Australian, South Australian, 
'colonial' and members of the British Empire. In South Australia their 
distinctive speech and their Presbyterian worship set the Scots apart; 
at the same time, unlike the Irish, they were (mostly) Protestants and 
fitted into the dominant Protestant (including Anglican) ethos, and 
were generally well educated in English. The Scots, if not English, were 
certainly British and, even as a sense of Australian identity began to grow 
in this country, for many people it was at least as important to be part of 
the great British Empire. Thus, in 1912 in the introduction to his book The 
Australian Citizen, Walter Murdoch (himself incidentally of Scots birth), 
without ever addressing his readers as Australians, speaks of 'you and me 
as members of the British Empire' (13). Nevertheless, their Scottishness 
was important to Scots in Australia and, being in the minority, they had 
to work hard to maintain and display a sense of national identity. Scottish 
literature was one of the tools to do this. It is against this background of 
a dual national identity, brought from Scotland but continuing in South 
Australia, that this chapter considers the use of Scottish literature as a 
expression of identity in Scottish literary Adelaide.

As it happens, Scottish literature was an ideal vehicle for the 
expression of the dual or multiple identities which were adopted by many 
Scots: Scottish, British, (South) Australian. The literature of Scotland is, 
and has long been, in an ambiguous position. It is both part of English 
literature and not part of English literature. It is both part of British 
literature and not part of British literature. And, when it is written in 
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Australia, it is part of Australian literature and not part of Australian 
literature. Similarly, Scottish dialect shared in this ambiguity. Was it a 
dialect of English, as is perhaps implied by the title of Robert Burns's 
collection Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect (1786), or was it a language 
in its own right, as works such as John Jamieson's Etymological Dictionary 
of the Scottish Language (1808) asserted? This ambiguous position of both 
the literature and the language can cause real problems of identity for 
Scottish writers and their readers but, like most ambiguous positions, it 
can be exploited for their benefit by both reader and writer.

Walter Scott is perhaps the best example of the writer who exploited 
this ambiguity, both in the content and setting of his novels and in his 
use of Scots language, and it is worthwhile dwelling on his example for a 
moment. Even in the Scottish novels and poems, Scott's appeal was not 
just to Scottish readers but to English readers as well. His books, after 
all, sold far more copies in the larger English market than in the Scottish 
market. Waverley is an Englishman with whom English and other 
non-Scottish readers could identify, but the real interest of the novel 
which bears his name lies in his encounter with Lowland and Highland 
Scotland. In this and other novels Scott exploited the two-sided appeal 
of Scottish language and literature, making sure his Scottish readers had 
plenty of Scottish meat to chew on but also ensuring that English readers 
could follow the plot even if some of the dialogue was in Scots. As a result 
he became the most widely read and loved writer in 'English' literature 
in the nineteenth century but at the same time he retained a special place 
in the affections of the Scots. As Ann Rigney has reminded us in The 
Afterlives of Walter Scott: Memory on the Move, the actual reading of Scott 
came over time to be less important than various kinds of celebration of 
his work or, to put it another way, his role as a site of cultural memory. 
As she argues, 'Scott's particular strength as a memory-maker was that 
his work, as literature, was not tied to any one place or community, but 
could operate in both national and transnational frameworks' (13-14). In 
offering this dual attraction he provided a model for Scottish writers who 
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followed him, including major figures like Robert Louis Stevenson, but 
also minor but extremely popular writers like the now largely forgotten 
writers of the Kailyard School. Thus the ambiguous position of Scottish 
writing allows it to be different things to different people: the literature 
of their nation for the Scots, whether at home or abroad, but also a 
national literature for the British (including those in the British colonies) 
and even, for the English, a part of their literary heritage. In the period 
this chapter considers, all of these functions are present in Adelaide in its 
literary and cultural circles.

The Scots were always a minority in the population of Australia in 
general and of Adelaide in particular, although they were often leaders 
in politics, industry, commerce and the arts. As a minority group they 
were particularly concerned with the issue of identity and the reading 
and writing of literature was one of the ways in which they could address 
this issue. In the 75 years following proclamation of the colony Scots 
were prominent figures in Adelaide life and many had literary interests, 
particularly interest in Scottish literature. Important Scottish immigrants 
who showed such an interest include Allan Campbell (doctor and 
president of the Caledonian Literary Club), Daniel Fergusson (farmer 
and orchardist and key figure in the St Andrews Day celebrations), 
Alexander Hay (first chief of the Caledonian Society in which role he was 
strongly supported by his second wife Agnes Gosse, who was, however, 
English), John Hannah Gordon (judge and politician) Robert Barr Smith 
(South Australia's wealthiest pastoralist), his wife Joanna and her brother 
Thomas Elder (also a wealthy pastoralist), and Josiah Symon (lawyer, 
politician and writer on Scottish and English literature). Furthermore, 
one of South Australia's most important writers in these years, Catherine 
Helen Spence, was Scots by birth and wrote about Scotland and Scottish 
people in her novels. Thus Scots were both consumers and producers of 
Scottish literature.
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I first discuss the consumers whose important role in making 
Adelaide a literary city can easily be forgotten. In Adelaide one of the 
main ways to celebrate Scottishness was through the annual St Andrews 
Day celebrations. The earliest I have so far found recorded is from 1847. 
Scottish literature plays a part from the beginning, with the speeches 
proposing toasts interspersed with Scottish songs, including Burns's 'My 
Bonnie Mary', 'John Anderson my Jo' and 'Auld Lang Syne'. In addition, 
Peter Cumming, president of the Saint Andrew's Society, uses quotations 
from Burns' 'The Twa Dogs' in his reply to a toast to the Society. However, 
unlike the lengthy reports on other speeches, the South Australian merely 
reports that the speech on 'The Literature of Scotland' 'referred to its 
ancient ballad poetry—to its distinguished authors of later days, and 
the spirited exertions of its publishers' (7 December 1847, 4). Despite its 
brevity the report thus reveals that the emphasis on ballads which was to 
remain a staple throughout the century was present from the beginning. 
The following year's occasion is reported in detail including the toasts 
'The Land of Cakes' (which is, of course, Scotland) and 'The Land we 
live in' (which is, specifically, South Australia), so that already there is an 
attempt to combine a Scottish identity with an Australian one under the 
umbrella of imperial Britain; such at least was the feeling of the proposer 
of the toast 'The Land we live in', George Stevenson, who, according to 
the South Australian

thought no toast could be submitted to a meeting of Scotsmen more 
welcome than that of 'The Land we live in.' Many could recollect 
the enthusiasm with which it was drunk at home. … Our children, 
happy he trusted here, would never perhaps feel the same towards 
Scotland, but they doubtless would towards South Australia—the 
land we live in now. None, who like himself, had seen the grass 
above the knees, and the rush hut, where now the mansion stands, 
could refuse the toast. No man who had left his country could find 
a better end to his peregrinations than South Australia—one of the 
finest colonies on which the sun shone. (5 December 1848, 2)
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There is, however, no mention of literature except for the singing of 
Scottish songs such as Burns's 'The banks an' braes o' bonnie Doon'.

By the 1852 dinner, however, literature was again playing a 
substantial part. The traditional toast to 'The Land of Cakes' is full of 
quotations from Scottish poetry, including a lengthy quotation from 
Robert Fergusson's 'Hame Content' proudly asserting the superiority of 
the Scottish rivers Tweed, Forth and Hay to the classic Italian rivers Arno 
and Tiber.

The Arno and the Tiber lang
Hae run full clear in Roman sang;
But save the reverence o' shools,
They're baith but lifeless dowie pools.
Dought they compare wi' bonnie Tweed,
As clear as ony lammer bead?
Or are their shores mair sweet and gay
Than Fortha's haughs or banks o' Tay?
(South Australian Register, 4 December 1852, 3)

There is certainly no diminishing of Scottish identity here, but in the 
Chairman's speech which followed there is a strong desire to assert 
again the new and separate identity of South Australia within the British 
Empire. According to the newspaper's account,

He did not wish to say anything disparaging of the other colonies, 
but we had certainly the advantage of them from the nature of our 
Constitution and the mode adopted here of subdividing the land. 
There was no doubt we had within ourselves the elements of every 
success, and that the colony would, in a few years, form one of the 
brightest gems in the British crown. (3)

By 1873 literature had moved to centre stage and the toast to 'The 
Land of Cakes' was followed by 'The Literature of Scotland—Burns and 
Scott'. The speaker, the Rev. James Henderson, suggested that

though living in a community composed of a variety of national ties, 
yet there need be no attempt to disguise the object and intention 
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of such a gathering as this. It is broadly and distinctly intimated 
that we meet to revive recollections of Scotland. (South Australian 
Register, 4 December 1873, 5)

For him Burns fulfils this purpose perfectly:

The most cursory reader of Burns is soon made aware that all 
through his poetry there throbs the pulse of a pure and noble 
patriotism—a patriotism which binds his countrymen as with a 
spell, and which no distance from Scotland can weaken … (5)

With Scott the emphasis is rather different. To be sure, he figures as the 
chronicler and portrayer of Scotland:

one who, by the torch of his genius, has lit up every type of Scottish 
character—every form of the physical landscape[.] From the 
Cheviots to the furthest shore of the Shetlands the whole land is 
under the spell of his genius. (5)

But he also transcends geographical and national boundaries:

In every country, translators, poets, singers, painters, sculptors, 
dramatists, the whole hierarchy of art, have sought to draw 
inspiration from the productions of his genius. (5)

Thus Scott served both to reinforce Scottishness and to place Scotland 
on an international stage.

Finally, at the 1892 St Andrews Dinner it was Josiah Symon who 
proposed the toast to 'The Literature of Scotland'. Symon was well 
placed to take this on, as a Scotsman with a passionate interest in Scottish 
literature, an interest very evident in the catalogue he produced of his 
personal library and in the collection itself, which he bequeathed to the 
State Library. At the same time he wrote two books on Shakespeare, one 
of which was entitled, significantly, Shakespeare, the Englishman. Symon 
managed to bring the two interests together by remarking that 'We 
know that Shakspeare [sic] was indebted to Scotland for his magnificent 
tragedy of "Macbeth"'. He also told his listeners that 'There could be 
no question that Scotchmen should be proud of their grand literature'. 



64 Graham Tulloch

Nevertheless, when he came to speaking of Scott and Burns, it is their 
universality rather than their Scottishness that he emphasised: so Burns 
'was no longer a Scotch possession, but was claimed by the whole world' 
and 'As novels went; there was nothing so interesting, instructive, and 
wholesome as the novels of Sir Walter Scott.' Comparing Burns with 
Tennyson, Symon claimed that 'what struck the reader [of Tennyson] was 
the art which overlaid his poems, whereas with Burns the reader was 
carried away by the natural forceful sentiments expressed, overlying art, 
and putting nature forward' (Advertiser, 1 December 1892, 6).

The naturalness of Burns, the 'heaven-taught ploughman', as he was 
admiringly but condescendingly called in his own time, is a continuing 
trope of Burns criticism throughout the nineteenth century. A similar 
idea underlies the address of the Caledonian Society's Chief, Dr Allan 
Campbell, in 1884 where this quality is considered characteristic of 
Scottish poetry in general:

Scottish poetry … was essentially lyrical in its nature—the 
embodiment of a musical language of some simple but absorbing 
emotion … . She also had her more lofty and ambitious poems, 
as 'Marmion;' but after all Scottish poetry was essentially of sweet 
songs of friendship, devotion, valour, and love. (South Australian 
Register, 24 September 1884, 7)

Not very subtly hidden in such comments lies the implication that 
Scottish people are particularly open and frank in the expression of 
emotion, something which sets them apart from the stereotypically 
reserved English.

The other great Scottish day was, and still is, Burns' birthday. In 
the 1893 celebration once again the speaker, J.H. Gordon, used Burns to 
argue, as others had before, for a dual identity. On the one hand he noted 
that

The splendid audience convinced him that though many leagues of 
the 'braid sea' divided them from old Scotland, and though many—
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perhaps the majority of them—would never see the land of their 
birth again, the Scottish blood still flowed warm and loyal in their 
veins. (Advertiser, 26 January 1893, 7)

On the other hand he immediately went on to proclaim that

He had protested before, and would still do so, against the notion 
prevalent in some quarters that in Australia we should be Australians 
only and sink all memories of the land from which we came. They 
were none the worse, but the better colonists, that they remembered 
the honorable race from which they sprang. (7)

A dual identity, Scottish and Australian, is not just possible but even 
urged as the only correct course. In this context Burns emerges as an 
Australian poet by adoption, a role that has been enshrined in the Burns 
statues throughout the country, far more than for any other literary figure, 
including one in Canberra unveiled on Australia Day 1935. Thus, speaking 
of the newly unveiled statue of Burns in Ballarat which he had seen two 
days before, Gordon envisages him as fully adapted to the Australian 
climate (both physical and mental), almost breathing Australian air:

That splendid figure stood in the glorious brightness of the 
Australian day as if conscious of the busy hum of men around its 
base and glorying in that free, bright land in which they moved. 
… And though silent it still proclaimed with trumpet voice the 
invocation and the prophecy—

Then let us pray that come it may
As come it will for a' that,
That sense and worth o'er a' the earth
May bear the gree and a' that.
For a' that and a' that,
It's coming yet for a' that,
That man to man the world o'er
Shall brothers be for a' that! (7)

In expressing such a notion, Gordon was not alone in co-opting Burns as 
the patron of Australian democracy.
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Gordon's enthusiastic praise of the Ballarat statue incited John 
Darling, Chief of the South Australian Caledonian Society, to start raising 
funds for a similar statue for Adelaide. The next year, after winning 
donations from Thomas Elder and Robert Barr Smith, he unveiled a 
statue of Burns on North Terrace. In Darling's speech on this occasion, 
Burns once again figures as both a symbol of Scottish and British 
identity. On the one hand Darling emphasises 'the importance which 
we as Scotsmen attach to this ceremony of perpetuating in imperishable 
marble the features and form of one who did so much for his native 
country' and on the other hand he remarks that 'Wherever the British 
tongue is spoken—wherever Britons are gathered to express their 
kindliest, deepest, most genial feelings—it is to the songs of Burns they 
instinctively turn, and in them find at once an effective expression and a 
fresh tie of brotherhood' (South Australian Register, 7 May 1894, 3). Indeed, 
despite the fact that it was the Caledonian Society that commissioned the 
statue and prominent Scotsmen who paid for it, Darling suggests that 
Burns's appeal is universal:

with the exception of the birthday of our beloved Queen there is 
no birthday so universally celebrated over the whole world as that 
of Coila's sweet singer. Not only in every hamlet, village, town, and 
city in Scotland is it made the occasion of a Burns' celebration in 
some form or other, but amid the snows of North-west Canada, on 
the diamond fields of South Africa, from the banks of the Ganges 
to the cities and towns of our own land laved 'by the long wash 
of Australasian seas,' January 25 is celebrated by music, song, and 
story. (3)

While Darling singles out 'The Cottar's Saturday Night' as the one 
poem that should never be omitted from any collection of Burns's work 
(a common attitude at the time but one which moves Burns away from 
his original radicalism into being primarily the voice of a conservative 
Scottish peasantry) he also give special attention to Burns' songs which 
'interpret the inmost soul of the Scottish peasant in all its modes, and 
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in verse exquisitely and intensely Scottish, without degrading either his 
sentiments or his language with one touch of vulgarity'. Yet, despite their 
intense Scottishness, 'It is indeed Burns' songs that will perpetuate his 
fame, for they appeal to all ranks, they touch all ages, and they cheer toil-
worn men under every clime' (3).

As so often happened, a Burns occasion inspired others to emulate 
him. Consequently, the Register's account of the festivities includes 
'Lines on the Unveiling of the Burns Statue' by John Richards. Richards, 
however, was not himself a Scotsman (as he hastens to tell us in the first 
lines of the poem) and, not surprisingly, it is Burns's international appeal 
that he highlights:

On parched Australian saltbush plains,
And 'mid Canadian snow,

In deadly Indian jungles, and
Where icy blizzards blow,

And Matabele assegais
Lay Afrikanders low.

Where'er the Briton's tongue is heard,
As draughts of rich old wine,

The songs of Burns cheer toilworn men
In every land and clime.

(South Australian Register, 5 May 1894, 7)

Burns's songs, here celebrated by Richards, certainly play a key 
role in expressing Scottish identity but through this period they share 
that role with those of another Scottish poet, James Hogg, the Ettrick 
Shepherd. While Hogg is now celebrated as the creator of one of the 
great novels of the nineteenth century, The Private Memoirs and Confession 
of a Justified Sinner, in that century he was much more renowned for his 
poetry and songs. Thus, in 1909, right at the end of the period covered 
by this chapter, we find a report on 'A Nicht wi' the Ettrick Shepherd' 
where the emphasis is on his poetry. Hogg saw himself as the poet whose 
gift came from nature not from education, a successor to the ploughman 
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poet, Burns. Hence, in keeping with the attitudes of the time and his 
own consciously crafted self-image, Hogg is described as 'a man of great 
natural gifts, of wondrous imagination, and a heart that overflowed with 
the milk of human kindness'. In the program

'The Queen's Wake'—probably the shepherd's best work—received 
special attention, and the poetic plan of the beautiful fairy story of 
'Kilmeny' was outlined. During the social proceedings several of 
Hogg's songs were sung, including 'Cam ye by Athol,' 'McLean's 
welcome,' 'Flora Macdonald's lament,' and the evergreen pastoral 
'When the kye comes hame'. (Advertiser, 4 October 1909, 10)

The newspapers also contain a number of accounts of various 
lecturers talking about Scottish literature in church halls, the YMCA and 
other venues, including this from 1885:

At the monthly meeting of the Port Adelaide Caledonian Society 
on Monday evening Mr. T. H. Smeaton, of Adelaide, gave a very 
entertaining lecture on 'Scottish Songs and Ballads'. … He was also 
assisted by able exponents in the persons of Miss Mills and Messrs. 
Eunson and McColl, who sang several of the compositions alluded 
to in the course of the lecture … . The historical element contained 
in numerous ballads was prominently alluded to, as also the rugged 
grandeur of Scottish scenery in its creative power as the home of 
the muse. (South Australian Register, 13 October 1885, 5)

The emphasis on finding Scottish identity in Scotland's history and 
scenery is typical, as is the inclusion of performances of songs.

Prominent amongst such lecturers on Scottish literature is William 
Storrie who, for instance, gave a talk at the YMCA in April 1869. According 
to the Advertiser's account of this event,

A very efficient company of amateur singers then gave the glee, 
'Now tramp o'er Moss and Fell,' after which Mr. Wm. Storrie, the 
Vice-President of the Society, read an admirably written paper on 
'Scottish Songs.' He confined himself to the love songs—those of 
Burns principally—and with his well-known ability in a humorous 
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and deeply interesting manner commented upon the many exquisite 
gems of this portion of the Scottish literature. (South Australian 
Advertiser, 26 April 1869, 6)

Storrie provides a connection to the other most significant way of 
using literature to express identity, the writing in Australia of what might 
be called literature of Scottish identity. He thus provides a bridge between 
the consumers and the producers of Scottish literature in Scottish 
literary Adelaide. He was the author of a series of letters in the Advertiser 
supposedly from Saunders McTavish in Adelaide to his brother-in-law in 
the country. Written in broad Scots and conforming to a model known in 
Scottish newspapers, Saunders McTavish's letters might be considered 
as the most extreme expression of Scottishness through writing. The 
opening letter describes a performance by the Scottish theatrical family 
the Gourlays and there is certainly plenty of Scottish pride on display:

to hear Gourlay himsel was a divert. It pit me in mind o' auld times, 
and gart me think I was in the Gallowgate again. Somehoo maist o' 
the Scotch that come here seem to be kin' o' shamed o' their ain 
auld mither tongue, an' when they hae been here twa three years, 
what wi' their whummlin' the words i' their mooths, an' trying to 
ca' cannily ower the r's, ye can hardly tell what they're sayin'. But 
I'm in hopes that wi' the Gourlays' veesit the gude auld tongue 'll 
come into vogue again, and we'll hae a' the Englishers tryin' to talk 
Scotch, an' vera richt tae, for its far in advance o' English, baith 
in soun' an' expression. I've nae doot it was the language Adam 
and Eve used when they were coortin'. (South Australian Advertiser, 
8 February 1867, 3)

Pretty obviously there is a satirical purpose here and plenty of stereotypes 
of Scottish chauvinism are present. In that sense Storrie was not writing 
in his own voice and this is not an endorsement of such products of a 
Scottish inferiority complex. Yet, at the same time, the comments about 
Scots abandoning their speech and making unsuccessful attempts to 
speak like the English ring true as Storrie's own genuine criticism. We 
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might indeed expect such an attitude of Storrie—several accounts appear 
of his performing passages of Scots as well as lecturing. For instance, at 
the Glenelg Literary Association's 'very successful' meeting in 1879, 'The 
proceedings were commenced by Mr. Storrie reading in his usual happy 
style the amusing account of "Kirstie Macpherson's trip to London by 
electric telegraph," which was greatly applauded.' At the end, according 
to this account, Storrie 'gave two readings, entitled "The Broken Bowl" 
and "Mansie Wauch at the Play," which created great merriment and 
pleasure' (South Australian Advertiser, 16 August 1879, 5) The comments 
which follow in the remainder of Saunders McTavish's letter, about 
the Scots speaking English, also have a ring of conviction about them, 
although somewhat exaggerated:

It's aye alloo't that the Scotch speak finer an' purer English than 
the bodies dae theirsells. We dinna miss oo't oor h's an' pit them 
in whar they shudna' be; we dinna pit r's to the en' o' sic words as 
idea, umbrella, an' the like. We dinna pronoonce fellow as if it was 
written feller nor law lor, an I we ken fine the differ a'tween v an w, 
and that's mair than thae dae. Besides oor poets an' prose writers 
can write gude Scots an' the vera best o' English ; an' though I 
winna deny to the Southern bodies a certain amount o' command 
o' their ain language, yet I defy ye to produce ony Englisher that 
ever was cleckit that could either write or speak Scotch. (South 
Australian Advertiser, 8 February 1867, 3)

The use of literature as an argument for Scottish superiority is another 
familiar trope. Indeed, it is important to realise how literary this is despite 
being popular writing on a topical subject; the literariness lies precisely 
in what seems least literary, the representation of the spoken word. This 
is because Storrie's Scots is in the end a literary language, reproducing 
the form of Scots traditionally used to represent dialogue in literary texts 
rather than being the representation of any particular Scottish dialect. 
Once again it is specifically literature that is evoked to assert identity.

In the event Storrie produced a series of 26 letters, later published 
as Letters frae Saunders McTavish to his Guid-brither in the Kintra in Glasgow 
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in 1874. In South Australian (and Australian) literature they stand alone 
as a full-blooded expression of Scottish identity in an entirely Australian 
setting through the use of the Scots language. At the same time they are 
about Adelaide and proudly so, so that they might also be seen as an 
expression of South Australian identity: the duality of Scottish identity is 
once again on show.

There are a number of other Adelaide writers who express their 
Scottishness through literary texts and the use of Scots language even 
though their works are not entirely in Scots. The most important of these 
is undoubtedly Catherine Helen Spence. Spence was intensely proud 
of her status as an early settler in South Australia and wrote under the 
name 'An Old Colonist' in the newspapers. But she also never forgot her 
Scottish heritage even though it was her opinion, as expressed in her 
Autobiography, that 'in the growth and development of South Australia 
… there have been opportunities for usefulness which might not have 
offered if I had remained in Melrose, in Sir Walter Scott's country' (37). Her 
Scottish heritage figures strongly in her autobiography and in her account 
of her mother's recollections of Scotland which Judy King and I edited 
as Tenacious of the Past. More importantly for the concerns of this chapter, 
she constantly introduced Scottish characters, settings and language into 
her novels. Her first novel, Clara Morison, published in London in 1854, 
is set in Adelaide as seen through the eyes of the eponymous heroine, a 
young Scotswoman who has been forced to emigrate to South Australia 
after being left penniless on her father's death. Although Clara Morison 
and Spence's next novel, Tender and True, were published in London, she 
contributed more immediately and directly to the literary life of Adelaide 
by publishing three of her novels in serial form in Adelaide newspapers: 
in the Weekly Mail, Mr. Hogarth's Will, under the title Uphill Work (1864); 
and in the Observer, The Author's Daughter, under the title Hugh Lindsay's 
Guest (1867) and Gathered In (1881-82). Spence's novels all have major 
Scottish characters and several are set in both Scotland and Australia. 
Although, in accordance with the sociolinguistic realities of her time, her 
middle-class central characters do not speak Scots, she has a number 
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of Scots-speaking minor characters. In this way all her novels express a 
strong sense of Scottish identity often within an Australian context.

Finally, I return to the consumers of Scottish literature and consider 
book and play reviews in the Adelaide newspapers. Book reviews seem to 
have played a prominent place in the later part of the nineteenth century, 
with a number of sets of reviews from 'our Special Correspondent' in 
London. However, when Scottish books are reviewed in this fashion, 
along with other books, it is unlikely that they will be presented as 
reading specifically for Scottish-Australian readers and offered for use 
as symbols of Scottish identity. Rather they will be seen as available to 
all South Australians with literary interests. By the end of the century 
the Kailyard School of Scottish writing was in full stream, with its 
sentimental and nostalgic view of a bygone Scotland, a view particularly 
attractive to Scots in exile. However, the writers of the Kailyard—J.M. 
Barrie, S.R. Crockett and Ian Maclaren—had learned the lesson of Scott 
all too well and their writing was calculated to appeal to an English as 
well as a Scottish audience. Scottish literature had been absorbed into 
the English mainstream.

In these circumstances neither the imminent visit to Australia of 
Robert Louis Stevenson, one of the most popular and famous Scottish 
writers of the time, nor the appearance of his very Scottish novel The 
Master of Ballantrae, leads to any special address to Scottish readers. 
The London correspondent makes no mention of Scottishness, merely 
remarking that

I hear that Mr. Robert Louis Stevenson is expected in Sydney next 
month, and that he intends visiting most of your principal cities 
before returning home. His new book, 'The Master of Ballantrae,' 
has deservedly scored a great success. It is the best thing he has 
done since 'Kidnapped,' and should be read by all who enjoy a 
good book of adventure. (Advertiser, 28 October 1889, 5)

In other cases even where Scottish elements or texts are mentioned, the 
writer takes it for granted that there will be non-Scottish readers. An 



73Scots and Scottish Literature in Literary Adelaide

unfavourable review of James Paton's Castlebraes in the Advertiser seems to 
assume, while drawing attention to its 'awful dialect', that non-Scots will 
be able to read it (5 November 1898, 9), as does the favourable review in 
the Register, which describes it as 'A book written in the language of the 
kailyard, with a glossary at the end to help those who are not familiar with 
the "Scots wha hae" dialect', but also as 'a delightfully readable book' 
(South Australian Register, 24 October 1898, 5). Similarly, even though 
an article regarding Barrie's play version of his novel The Little Minister 
recognises that 'this attempt to delineate the life and character of a small 
Scotch town has succeeded admirably', and that it is a useful reminder 
of 'the delightful humor and the deeply pathetic touch to be found in the 
books of its author, the acknowledged master of the new school of brilliant 
young Scots', issues of Scottish identity do not loom large (Advertiser, 2 
September 1898, 4). The writer is primarily concerned with the problems 
of adapting novels to the stage and is as much interested in the actress as 
anything else, remarking that 'It has afforded a chance of welcoming back 
Miss Pattie Browne, who has achieved, a marked reputation in London, 
and is therefore doubly welcome' (4).

By the end of the century, then, the wide acceptance of Scottish 
literature throughout the English-speaking world has robbed the reading 
and performance of Scottish literature of some of its power to allow Scots 
in Adelaide (and elsewhere) to express a distinctive Scottish identity. 
Some of its power, but only some: if Scottish literature now belonged 
to everyone it still belonged specially to the Scots. at the end of the 
century, as at the beginning, the ambivalent nature of Scottish literature 
remained. This ambiguous position is neatly expressed at the end of an 
article on 'Scottish Story and Drama' where, after referring to a letter 
deploring the absence of Burns's 'Scots Wha Hae' at the concert in aid 
of funds for a statue of Thomas Elder, the writer remarks that 'Scottish 
colonists are entitled to special consideration when the memory of a 
distinguished countryman is being honoured', but then goes on to add 
that Scottish literature is not just for the Scots: 'Meanwhile Australian 
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Scotsmen and Scotswomen and Australian all other men and women 
will have an enviable opportunity of foregathering on the stage with the 
delightful personalities of "The Little Minister"' (South Australian Register, 
26 August 1898, 4).

To summarise, Scottish literature could be a potent means of 
expressing and displaying Scottish identity in an Adelaide where Scots 
always remained in the minority and felt a special need to assert their 
identity. It had a particular potency when used on occasions dedicated 
to the celebration of Scotland, but Adelaide's group of Scottish-
Australian writers could also use literature as a way of expressing their 
own Scottishness and representing the Scottishness of others. However, 
as the nineteenth century wore on the ambiguous position of Scottish 
literature to some extent undermined its role as an expression of Scottish 
identity and Scottish literature was increasingly absorbed into English 
literature. There is nothing surprising in this: in fact it is part of a broader 
trend of critical writing, certainly noticeable in Britain as well as Australia 
during this period. It has taken until the later twentieth century and the 
first years of this century for the separate identity of Scottish literature 
to be once again strongly asserted in critical circles. Nevertheless, as this 
chapter has aimed to show, for much of the nineteenth century the writing, 
reading and celebration of Scottish literature served many Scots-born 
Adelaideans as a powerful way of expressing their sense of themselves as 
Scottish. In doing so they added another element to the complex notion 
of literary Adelaide.
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