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RIPPING YARNS: 
THE WONDERFUL LAND OF OZ 
BY COURTNEY PEDERSON

The adventure story can tell us a lot about national myths 
and national anxieties. In his 1995 study of colonial adventure 
stories in the late nineteenth century and pre-war period, 
Robert Dixon makes the point that while romantic adventure 
tales are often disparaged as the poor relations of Australian 
UHDOLVW� OLWHUDWXUH�� WKH\� VSHDN� YROXPHV� DERXW� RXU� QDWLRQ·V�
uncomfortable place in the world:

Caught at the site of seemingly opposing and 
incommensurable discourses about gender, race 
and nation at precisely the moment when the new 
Commonwealth of Australia was narrated into being, 
they stage a construction of the national culture whose 
FRQÁLFWXDO�DQG�HQGOHVVO\�SUROLIHUDWLQJ�LGHQWLWLHV�DUH��LQ�
a word, implausible. It is precisely this implausibility 
that makes them such a revealing and symptomatic 
IRUP�RI�FXOWXUDO�VLJQLÀFDWLRQ��'L[RQ������������

Camille Serisier embraces implausible stories. While this body 
of work, The Wonderful Land of Oz, clearly taps into a Magic 
Pudding vein of Australiana, her other key point of reference is 
WKH�IDQWDVWLFDO�VWRU\WHOOLQJ�RI�WKH�)UHQFK�SLRQHHULQJ�ÀOPPDNHU��
*HRUJHV�0pOLqV��0pOLqV·�VFLHQFH�ÀFWLRQ�ÀOP��Le Voyage dans 
la lune ��������FDQ�EH�UHDG�DV�D�SDUDEOH�RI�(XURSHDQ�FRORQLDO�
H[SDQVLRQ��EXW�DV�(OL]DEHWK�(]UD�SRLQWV�RXW��D�UDWKHU�PRFNLQJ�
one, embracing the absurdist techniques seen in Alfred 
-DUU\·V�SOD\��Ubu Roi� RI� WKH�VDPH�SHULRG� �(]UD�������������
,Q�0pOLqV·�ÀOP�D�JURXS�RI� LPSRUWDQW�VFLHQWLVW�H[SORUHUV�WUDYHO�
to the moon where they aggressively strike out at the native 
LQKDELWDQWV�� FDXVLQJ� WKHP� WR� H[SORGH�� ,Q� 6HULVLHU·V� SDUDEOH��
WKH� OXQDU�LQKDELWLQJ� ¶6HOHQLWHV·� DUH� UHSODFHG� E\� $XVWUDOLDQ�
IDXQD��DQG�WKH�MROO\�H[SORUHUV�DUH�UHGXFHG�WR�D�VLQJOH�ÀJXUH�²�
a white bird sailing in a boat, with a mast that looms above it; 
impossibly heavy, more like a cross being carried to Calvary. 
This bird, in imitation of the biblical dove, strikes out in search 
of land, and in his childish enthusiasm for novelty and power, 
misunderstands and mistreats all that he encounters. 

Our enterprising and adventurous bird turns out to be a 
F\JQHW�� JURZLQJ� LQWR� D� ZKLWH� VZDQ� ²� DQ� HOHJDQW� V\PERO� RI�
(XURSHDQ� PRQDUFKLFDO� SULYLOHJH�� 6HULVLHU·V� SHUVSHFWLYH� RQ�
the Western relationship with the natural world has been 
VLJQLÀFDQWO\� LQÁXHQFHG� E\� &DURO\Q� 0HUFKDQW·V� HFRIHPLQLVW�
WKRXJKW�� ,Q� KHU� �����ERRN��The Death of Nature, Merchant 
IRXQG� DQ� HTXLYDOHQFH� EHWZHHQ� WKH� (QJOLVK� SKLORVRSKHU�
VWDWHVPDQ�)UDQFLV�%DFRQ·V�PHWKRGV�IRU�WKH�VFLHQWLÀF�VWXG\�RI�
QDWXUH�DQG�.LQJ�-DPHV·�SXUVXLW�RI�ZLWFKHV��0HUFKDQW�SURSRVHG�
that modern science was built on a legal, interrogative model 
similar to an Inquisition, and that under this model, nature 
was made subject to the same sort of violent control as unruly 
ZRPHQ��,Q�6HULVLHU·V�ZKLPVLFDO�SDUDEOH��WKH�ZKLWH�VZDQ�FDQ�
be seen exercising his droit divin, the divine right of kings, a 

SULQFLSOH�WKDW�UHDFKHG�LWV�SHDN�LQ�WKH�(QJOLVK�VSHDNLQJ�ZRUOG�GXULQJ�WKH�7XGRU�DQG�6WXDUW�SHULRGV�WKDW�0HUFKDQW�DQDO\VHG��
,Q�KHU�VWLOO�FRQWURYHUVLDO�RSLQLRQ��QDWXUH��SHUVRQLÀHG�DV�IHPDOH��ZDV�WRUWXUHG�LQ�WKH�QDPH�RI�HDUO\�VFLHQFH��$V�VKH�SRLQWV�
RXW��´%DFRQ·V�HIIRUWV�WR�GHÀQH�WKH�H[SHULPHQWDO�PHWKRG�ZHUH�EXWWUHVVHG�E\�KLV�UKHWRULF�DQG�WKDW�WKH�YHU\�HVVHQFH�RI�WKH�
experimental method arose out of techniques of human torture transferred onto nature. Such techniques are fundamental 
WR�WKH�KXPDQ�GRPLQDWLRQ�RI�QDWXUHµ��0HUFKDQW�������������,Q�2]��WKH�ZKLWH�VZDQ�ZKLSV��EHDWV�DQG�HQVODYHV�WKH�FUHDWXUHV�
he meets.

%XW�WKH�$QWLSRGHV�FDQ�DOVR�EH�KLV�XQGRLQJ��,Q�WKH�ODQG�RI�WKH�¶EODFN�VZDQ�RI�WUHVSDVV·1, he is the alien. He cannot read the 
landscape that he believes he has possessed and is driven to the brink by a magical creature he cannot comprehend. 
7KH�WUDJHG\�RI�WKLV�VWRU\�RI�RSSUHVVLRQ�DQG�PXWXDO�GLVSRVVHVVLRQ�LV�WHPSHUHG�E\�6HULVLHU·V�VLJQDWXUH�SDSHU�FXW�RXW�VHWV�
and costumes. Like Méliès, she aims to seduce and delight her audience. She also appropriates a technique used by the 
DYDQW�JDUGH�-DUU\��ZKR�ZDV� LQVSLUHG�E\� WKH�)UHQFK�SXSSHW� WKHDWUH� WUDGLWLRQ� �JXLJQRO���DQG� LQWHJUDWHG� WKH� WHFKQLTXHV�RI�
SXSSHWU\�LQWR�KLV�DEVXUGLVW�SOD\V��$V�0LFKDHO�6SLQJOHU�SRLQWV�RXW��WKH�WUDJL�FRPLF�ÀJXUH�RI�8EX�ZDV�GHVLJQHG�WR�IXQFWLRQ�LQ�D�
puppet-like way on stage: “Jarry sought, through use of the guignol tradition, to eliminate a dual presence in which the actor 
ZRXOG�EH�SHUFHLYHG�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�FKDUDFWHU��)RU��RQFH�D�SXSSHW�LV�DQLPDWHG��LW�H[LVWV�WRWDOO\�ZLWKLQ�LWVHOI��7KH�OLYLQJ�DFWRU·V�
SUHVHQFH�GRHV�QRW�FRPSOLFDWH�WKH�SXSSHW·V�LPDJHµ��6SLQJOHU�����������:LWK�WKH�DGGLWLRQ�RI�WKHLU�SDSHU�DQG�FDUG�FRVWXPHV��
WKH�DFWRUV�LQ�6HULVLHU·V�ZRUNV�EHFRPH�PRUH�OLNH�SXSSHW�PDVWHUV��WHPSRUDULO\�DQLPDWLQJ�DUFKHW\SDO�FKDUDFWHUV�WKDW�ZLOO�H[LVW�
independently beyond their portrayal in a set that reminds us of a marionette theatre. 

-DUU\·V�8EX�DQG�0pOLqV·�ÀOPV�DUH�SURGXFWV�RI�WKH�VDPH�SHULRG�WKDW�VDZ�WKH�WULXPSK�RI�QDWLRQDOLVP��7KLV�PRPHQWXP�ZDV�
visible in the campaign for the creation of the Australian nation. Neville Meaning has suggested that the spirit of Anglo-
nationalism grew even more forcefully in Australia than it did in Britain in the late nineteenth century. As the now-excised 
verse of Advance Australia Fair�PDLQWDLQHG��´%ULWDQQLD�WKHQ�VKDOO�VXUHO\�NQRZ��EH\RQG�ZLGH�RFHDQV·�UROOV��ɑKHU�VRQV�LQ�IDLU�
$XVWUDOLD·V� ODQG��VWLOO� NHHS�D�%ULWLVK�VRXOµ� �0HDQLQJ������������8QOLNH�%ULWDLQ� LWVHOI��ZLWK�KLV�KLVWRULFDO� ORFDO� OR\DOWLHV�DQG�
diverse linguistic and cultural heritages, the colony of Australia was imagined as a blank sheet of paper on which the 
QHZ�KRPRJHQRXV�QDWLRQ�FRXOG�EH�GUDZQ��)RU�WKH�$XVWUDOLDQ�FRORQLVWV��QDWLRQDOLVP·V�FROOHFWLYH�LGHQWLW\�ZDV�D�UHIXJH��´7KH�
VHQVH�RI�KDYLQJ�EXW�D�IUDJLOH�KROG�RQ�D�YDVW�ODQG�VHW�LQ�DQ�$VLDQ�VHD�LQWHQVLÀHG�IXUWKHU�WKH�HPRWLRQDO�WUDXPD�DQG�PDGH�WKH�
FRORQLVWV�HYHQ�PRUH�UHFHSWLYH�WR�WKH�DWDYLVWLF�LGHD�RI�FRPPXQLW\µ��0HDQLQJ������������7KDW�$XVWUDOLD�ZDV�DOUHDG\�KRPH�WR�
ancient and diverse communities, able to both comprehend and make best use of the land around them, was as unthinkable 
as negotiating with the Selenites on the moon.

Nationalism relies on cultural certainties, while the fantastical approaches of ÀQ�GH�VLqFOH culture destabilised certainty 
DQG�HPEUDFHG� WKH�SRHWLF�DQG� LOORJLFDO�� � ,Q� WKLV�FRQWH[W��(XURSHDQ�GHVFULSWLRQV�RI�$XVWUDOLDQ�DQLPDOV�DV� ´¶H[WUDRUGLQDU\·��
¶UHPDUNDEOH·�� ¶SHFXOLDU·�� ¶FXULRXV·� DQG� ¶VLQJXODU·µ� �2OVHQ������� ���PDNH� WKHP� WKH�SHUIHFW� YHKLFOH� IRU� D� WDOH�RI� DGYHQWXUH�
and the absurd. Serisier capitalises on this natural advantage to draw unpredictable connections between experiments 
LQ�HDUO\�ÀOP��WKHDWULFDO�WUDGLWLRQV��DQG�$XVWUDOLDQ�IDLU\�WDOHV��,Q�WKLV�ERG\�RI�ZRUN��6HULVLHU�EULQJV�WRJHWKHU�LGHDV�WKDW�KDYH�
ERWK�IDVFLQDWHG�DQG�WURXEOHG�KHU�²�LGHDV�WKDW�IRUP�WKH�EDVLV�RI�PXFK�RI�KHU�SUDFWLFH��7KHUH�LV�KXPRXU�DQG�FRPSDVVLRQ��
EXW�XOWLPDWHO\� LW� LV�WKH�LPSODXVLELOLW\�RI�(XURSHDQ�FRORQLDO�FRQWURO·V� OHJLWLPLVDWLRQ�DV�D�QHZ�QDWLRQ�LQ�DQFLHQW�WHUULWRU\�WKDW�
XQGHUSLQV�6HULVLHU·V�DOOHJRULFDO�MRXUQH\�WR�2]�

1�:LWK�WKDQNV�WR�(UQ�0DOOH\�

 Dixon, Robert. 1995. Writing the Colonial Adventure: Race, Gender and Nation in Anglo-Australian Popular Fiction, 1875-1914. 
� � &DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�
� (]UD��(OL]DEHWK��������*HRUJH�0pOLqV��0DQFKHVWHU�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV�
� 0HDQH\��1HYLOOH��������¶%ULWLVKQHVV�DQG�$XVWUDOLDQ�,GHQWLW\��7KH�3UREOHP�RI�1DWLRQDOLVP�LQ�$XVWUDOLDQ�+LVWRU\�DQG��
� � +LVWRULRJUDSK\·��Australian Historical Studies�������������²����
� 0HUFKDQW��&DURO\Q��������¶7KH�6FLHQWLÀF�5HYROXWLRQ�DQG�WKH�'HDWK�RI�1DWXUH·��Isis������������²���
� 2OVHQ��3HQQ\��������8SVLGH�'RZQ�:RUOG��(DUO\�(XURSHDQ�,PSUHVVLRQV�RI�$XVWUDOLD·V�&XULRXV�$QLPDOV. National Library 
  Australia.
� 6SLQJOHU��0LFKDHO��������¶)URP�WKH�$FWRU�WR�8EX��-DUU\·V�7KHDWUH�RI�WKH�'RXEOH·��Modern Drama����������²���

Left image: ‘Digging for China #5’ (detail), 2014
Front page image: ‘Swan Song #6’ 2014


