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Abstract 

This essay explores the representation of nonhuman nature in David Malouf’s 

postcolonial novel Remembering Babylon. By applying a postcolonial ecocritical 

framework to the narrative the essay shows how nonhuman nature, including the 

animalised human “other”, is subject to Western ideologies that see them as resources or 

services to be exploited. However, the essay also reveals how the nonhuman “others” 

are opposing these views by resisting the Western pastoralizing practices and exposing 

environmental threats, as well as altering some of the Diasporic character’s views of the 

nonhuman “other” and their sense of displacement.  
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Introduction 

Two of the most important contemporary global problems are environmental 

destruction and the social inequalities in the aftermath of the Western colonial practices. In 

David Malouf’s postcolonial novel Remembering Babylon, which depicts a British settlement 

in Australia in the mid-nineteenth century, nature is omnipresent. The two most important 

characters, Gemmy Fairley and Janet McIvor, are distinctly connected to nonhuman nature. 

Gemmy is constantly associated with different animals and he is the source of knowledge of 

local flora, while Janet experiences perhaps the most radical event in the novel, the bee-

swarming, which has a profound effect on her. This indicates that the novel might have not 

only postcolonial but also ecocritical significance.  

The interconnection between postcolonial and environmental issues has converged in 

the field of postcolonial ecocriticism which will be used as a theoretical framework for this 

essay. There will be a particular focus on the concepts of “entitlement” and “pastoral” within 

this framework. The analysis will begin with a discussion of the novel’s epigraph which 

indicates an environmental consciousness in Remembering Babylon. To find the most 

important natural world representations in the narrative there will be a focus on repetitions of 

natural entities such as different animals, landscapes and scents, and an attention to contrasts 

between imagined, or culturally conditioned, and realistic representations of nature. These 

will then be examined for any role in revealing colonising ideologies and the environmental 

and social injustices that follow as a consequence. This essay suggests that in Remembering 

Babylon nonhuman nature as the marginalized “other” has three roles: first, it exposes the 

Western ideologies of development as destructive: second, it is a force that can alter the 

Western beliefs of superiority and initiate a closer relationship between humans and 

nonhuman nature, including the animalised human “other”: and, third it enhances awareness 

of environmental problems. 
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Theoretical Framework 

Ecocriticism  

Ecocriticism is a critical approach that began in the US in the 1980s and in the UK in 

the 1990s (Barry 239). The US version of ecocriticism takes its bearings from the American 

transcendentalism of the 1840s and has tendencies towards an admiring view of nature, while 

the UK version has its roots in the British Romanticism of the 1790s and is more directed 

towards threats to the environment and environmental responsibility (Barry 241-2). British 

Romanticism and American transcendentalism themselves were both, in short, reactions 

against the contemporary dogmas of religion and scientific and philosophical rationality. They 

emphasised the individual and viewed nature as an inspiration to self-expression, where 

American transcendentalism was the more religiously oriented. Their strong engagement with 

the representation of nature explains why they are fundamental to ecocritics.  

For ecocritics nature is something that really exists and although they study the 

relationship between nature and culture they do not consider nature to be “socially and/or 

linguistically constructed” (Barry 243). Still, human perception of nature is strongly 

influenced by its social construction (Coupe 174). This illustrates a paradox in ecocriticism, 

that a purely ecocentric view is virtually impossible, since it will always be more or less 

anthropocentric. In his book Song of the Earth Jonathan Bate points to how the major 

revolutions in Western philosophy since the seventeenth century, has led to a separation of 

humans from nature and that this is the reason why the exploitation of the natural world has 

been justified in Western culture (245). Today this exploitation of nature has become so 

profound that it is leading to global changes in weather and ecosystems. As a consequence of 

the Industrial Revolution the earth has entered the era of Anthropocene. In view of this Barry 

thinks that the environment should be considered an issue of concern for literature and 

criticism along with gender, race, and class (248).  
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In the chapter “Eco” in their book An Introduction to Literature, Criticism and Theory 

Andrew Bennett and Nicholas Royle point out that ecocriticism is not an “ism” with its own 

methodology of reading but instead draws on other critical approaches such as feminist, 

Marxist or postcolonial, with the aim of bringing in focus environmental issues where the 

scale of thinking is not that of the human but ranges from “an ant” to “the earth itself” (141). 

This has led to a gradual emergence of varieties of ecocriticism such as postcolonial 

ecocriticism which incorporates more of the socio-political origins of environmental problems 

than the early ecocritical approaches did (Huggan and Tiffin 11).   

 

Postcolonial Ecocriticism 

In their book Postcolonial Ecocriticism Graham Huggan and Helen Tiffin discuss the 

interconnection between postcolonial and environmental studies, which in one sense is 

“painfully obvious” as the global effects of colonialism and imperialism, of political concepts 

as nation and society, cannot be separated from their location and the control over natural 

resources and environmental destruction. In another sense, however, these fields are not easily 

integrated as they are both difficult to define and not even consistent in their respective basic 

ideologies (Huggan and Tiffin 2). Their similarities may be seen in their concerns with social 

and environmental justice while their differences can be that postcolonialism is focused on 

people and ecocriticism on nature. However, these distinctions are not that clear and simple 

since postcolonial criticism also has a history of ecological concern and there are many 

examples of environmental studies that raise awareness about cultural differences (Huggan 

and Tiffin 3).  

Huggan and Tiffin’s suggestion to deal with the complexity of joint postcolonial and 

environmental studies is to look for the imperialistic and colonising ideologies that see nature 

and the animal “other” as resources or services to be exploited (4). In the colonisers’ view the 

invaded land was not only considered Terra Nullius, nobody’s land, as it did not belong to any 
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white man, but also “untamed, unowned and, above all, unused” (Huggan and Tiffin 8). It was 

the settlers’ mission to make it productive and profitable with the use of the Western ways of 

farming which were considered civilised and superior to the primitive lifestyle of the 

indigenous population (Huggan and Tiffin 8). This view legitimises not only the intentional 

killing of “others” but also the superiority of the Western culture, including its animals, plants 

and agricultural and pastoral practices, which were instrumental in exterminating local 

ecosystems (Huggan and Tiffin 3-7). The colonising practice of appropriating land in this way 

still has a profound impact on both culture and nature, thus making entitlement an important 

concept in postcolonial ecocriticism. Entitlement concerns both the perceived legal right to 

land and the perception of belonging there, and not least the tension between the two, a 

tension that can be represented by the pastoral tradition (Huggan and Tiffin 98-9).  

 

Pastoral 

The pastoral dates back to ancient Greece and it is characterised by idealisation of 

nature, nostalgia, an unproblematic and stable living, an idyllic Golden Age in an Arcadia, a 

Garden of Eden, originally revolving around shepherds, where humans could retreat and 

implicit lessons are offered before returning to the city (Gifford, “Pastoral” 7-17). The 

contemporary pastoral mode is diversified but has a tendency to foreground idealised nature 

over the lessons and social critique that were a substantial part in the original ancient genre 

(Gifford, “Chapter 10”). These idealised landscapes are imagined and for leisure only, the 

presence of workers is effaced to make them more idyllic (Buell 144). The European social 

concept of the pastoral as real was instrumental in marketing places of colonisation as almost 

Edenic (Buell 144).  

These idealised versions of the pastoral hide both environmental issues and social 

inequalities and pose a risk of preserving Western segregational systems (Huggan and Tiffin 

99). However, the pastoral also has potential since it can take new directions and contains a 
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utopian aspect that could steer towards more socially and environmentally conscious 

alternatives of the world (Huggan and Tiffin 100). This is what Terry Gifford calls post-

pastoral (“Pastoral” 6). Lawrence Buell thinks that something like the post-pastoral could lead 

the way to a more ecocentric thinking (145). There is also an ironic tradition in the pastoral 

that can expose the environmental and social inequalities that constantly lurk in the shadows 

of idealised pastoral visions giving a corrective realism to it (Huggan and Tiffin 99). Used 

like that it could be what Gifford calls anti-pastoral (“Pastoral” 6). These views on post-

pastoral and anti-pastoral have some similarities to what Huggan and Tiffin think are the main 

tasks of postcolonial ecocriticism, namely, to confront the Western ideologies of development 

(19) and provide more sustainable alternatives to them (29) and also to raise awareness of the 

social and environmental injustices as well as the demands to rectify them (80). 

 

Analysis 

Dispossession and Environmental Consciousness 

An epigraph often indicates the leading idea or sentiment of a work. The epigraph in 

Remembering Babylon consists of two quotes that bring up dispossession and environmental 

concern. Malouf is known for his portrayal of landscapes and his ability to represent the 

connection between human consciousness and place but he is not usually considered an 

environmentally engaged writer (Randal 182-93) and a deeper analysis of these enigmatic 

quotes is therefore motivated. The first quote is a line from William Blake’s poem “The Four 

Zoas”: “Whether this is Jerusalem or Babylon we know not”. This introduces an ambivalence 

regarding place, as “the sanctified, promised place or the place of exile” (Randal 125-6), an 

ambivalence that is intensified through Blake’s own questioning of the West as a promised 

place. He considered London, the centre of Europe at the time, to be degenerate and 

materialistic. In his lyric “London” he complains that the Thames is, as Jonathan Bate 
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explains, “licensed out for commercial use, sullied in the pursuit of gain” (219). To Gifford 

Blake is an anti-pastoral poet (Coupe 221). 

Theodore Roszak claims that Blake did not love nature, as he thought it would get in 

the way of divine love and that assuming the reality of the natural and unspiritual world 

constituted atheism, something that makes him stand out from the Romantic mainstream  

(Coupe 109). If Malouf’s intention is to raise the issues of entitlement and belonging and the 

creation of a nation, these lines from Blake are a good choice. Since Janet ends up a nun and a 

successful scientist studying bees, perhaps there is also something ambivalent in choosing a 

line from a poet that thinks connection with real nature obscures the path to divinity. 

However, any suspicion that nature would not be important in itself is amply refuted 

by the next quote in the epigraph. This is from John Clare who shared Blake’s and the other 

Romantics’ concerns about the effects of the Industrial Revolution but, as opposed to Blake, 

was so extraordinarily close to nature, that John Middleton Murray calls him one “of Nature’s 

voices” (quoted in Coupe 42). The quote that Malouf has chosen for Remembering Babylon’s 

epigraph is not from one of Clare’s many poems about bird’s nests, insects, snails, stones or 

plants, but the last lines from the apocalyptic “Song Last Day”. 

 

Strange shapes and void afflict the soul 

And shadow to the eye 

A world on fire while smoke seas roll 

And lightnings rend the sky 

The moon shall be as blood the sun 

Black as a thunder cloud 

The stars shall turn to blue and dun 

And heaven by darkness bowed 

Shall make sun dark and give no day 
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When stars like skys shall be 

When heaven and earth shall pass away 

Wilt thou Remember me 

 

Beginning with the soul and the eye it points to the human emotions and what is seen, or in 

this case is no longer seen. Perhaps “it” is no longer seen because the industrialisation 

process, here symbolised by “the world on fire”, is methodically obliterating nature as it was 

known to Clare and soot and smog are darkening the sky in urban areas. The scale here, of 

celestial bodies, is unusual for Clare “the miniaturist” (Bate 162), but the combination 

coincides with Bennett and Royle’s view that ecocriticism is not just dealing with “human-

sized objects” (141). The doomsday tone is as much linked to human death as to the 

destruction of the planet and also, most likely, to Clare’s own struggle with severe depression. 

This poem is written during his twenty-two and a half years long incarceration at 

Northampton General Lunatic Asylum (Bate 163).  

In the era of the Enlightenment and the French Revolution Clare was not only 

concerned with social justice but also environmental justice (Bate 170) and Terry Gifford 

positions him as a post-pastoral poet (Coupe 221). Peter Barry considers Clare one of the 

poets ecocritics should pay special attention to (169). It should be clear from Clare’s status 

that choosing to quote him in the epigraph does not only steer the interpretation of 

Remembering Babylon towards questions of belonging in a place but also to environmental 

responsibilities and human dependence, emotionally as well as physically, on the natural 

world. Reading the quote from the perspective of the late twentieth century will most likely 

also evoke allusions to environmental issues such as global warming and climate change. In 

her article “David Malouf’s Remembering Babylon as a Reconsideration of Pastoral 

Idealisation” Clare Archer-Lean came to the conclusion that the epigraph, due to its content 
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and origin and because of the novel’s time of production, could be read as a questioning of 

humans’ continued prosperity on earth (3).  

Furthermore, Jonathan Bate compares Clare’s way of writing about nature to the 

Aboriginal traditional knowledge that the land itself is always singing (165). This together 

with the “world on fire” from the epigraphs quote, perhaps not only symbolising the 

industrialisation process and global warming, but also the renowned Australian bushfires, 

makes Clare a suitable choice for bringing an environmental consciousness to Remembering 

Babylon.  

 

Ants and the Pastoral 

Remembering Babylon begins with “three barefooted farm children” (Malouf 1) 

playing in the paddock thus creating an idyllic pastoral image. This is immediately refuted by 

the second, perhaps more easily missed, representation of place in the form of “clay-packed 

stones and ant trails” (Malouf 1), signalling that this is not a Romantic garden-farm but 

perhaps a harsh place of hard work. Packed clay, stones and ants conjure up an image of the 

difficulty of farming that kind of land and the potential threat of crops being destroyed by 

pests. In addition, there is the hint at the enduring nonhuman, the solid earth and the ants, one 

of the most successful species on the planet. If there is anything that can deconstruct a 

pastoral idyll it is the presence of ants. 

From a postcolonial ecocritical perspective ants are intriguing as they are estimated to 

make up at least fifteen percent of the terrestrial biomass, have a diversity of more than twelve 

thousand species and form colonies and advanced societies with intricate ways of 

communication (Bristow). Insects in general can also be an obstacle to Western colonisation 

either by destroying crops or by spreading disease. In her article ““Loud with the presence of 

plants and field life”: The Ecology of Resistance in Toni Morrison’s Tar Baby” Anissa Wardi 

brings up the significance of ants as an “uncontainable and omnipresent” invisible element 
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that is used to argue natures resistance towards domination (9). Morrison’s ants are dislodging 

sidewalk bricks, eating the insulation of electrical wires and they are “wreaking havoc on the 

greenhouse” which represents the humans’ hegemonic control over nature (Wardi 10). 

However, Malouf’s ants are not that overtly rebellious. They are more of the John 

Clare kind, “Surely they speak a language whisperingly/Too fine for us to hear; and sure their 

ways/Prove they have kings and laws, and that they be/Deformed remnants of the Fairy-days” 

(The Ants) since the next time they appear in the narrative they do not even need to be really 

there to challenge the Edenic pastoral. They are only in the schoolmaster George Abbot’s 

mind. He is “always alert for ants” (Malouf 74) when he leaves his urban life and retreats to 

nature with a French book, “but his head would be in another place altogether (call it Paris)” 

(Malouf 74) where a word like “paysage” (Malouf 74) would light up the scrub, and avenues, 

temples and heroines would appear. This is a multifaceted parody of the retreat to the pastoral 

where George is escaping from his ordinary life in the settlement by going out in a landscape 

that when that word is translated to French, transforms into “idealised images of European 

classical antiquity” (Huggan and Tiffin 102) that might have been interrupted only by ants.  

It would seem the ants are omnipresent, even in the mind, and especially when the 

narrative could be, on the surface, read as a pastoralisation of the place. When Gemmy sits 

with his Aboriginal mates and they show him “the tribe’s home territory, with its pools and 

creeks and underground sources of water, its rock ridges and scrub, its edible fruits and 

berries and flocks of birds and other creatures” (Malouf 107) in the small space between 

them, the ants are there, doing what ants probably do better than any other species: they are 

running back and forth carrying stuff. The small group of men are using imagination and 

language to create an image that energises Gemmy, just as a retreat to the pastoral should, and 

all the time the ants inhabit that space - for real.  

Not long after this imaginative retreat to nature and after being savagely abused by 

some of the white settlers, Gemmy returns to his life with the Aboriginals. Both Janet and her 
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cousin Lachlan miss him and years after his disappearance Lachlan is asking for news of him 

as he is building a highway through the country. The highway is just one sign of the 

increasing urbanisation where “harbour towns, goldmining camps, scattered dwellings round 

a railhead or timber- or sugar-mill” (Malouf 178) are taking over the landscape. 

Environmental issues such as draught, deforestation and flooding, are implied in the 

representation of the receding nature, the “rainforests, dried-out, sparsely-forested cattle 

country with nine-foot anthills, and a hundred flash-flooding creeks” (Malouf 178). Even in 

this human-scale view of place the ants are visible and their skills are as admirable as those of 

the builders of the Tower of Babel. However, ants have no socially and linguistically 

constructed deity they might offend so they will continue to “speak [one] language 

whisperingly”. It would seem ants are a good choice of nonhuman “other” if the intention is 

to question the Western pastoral idealisation as well as human superiority over the nonhuman 

and of human competence in communication and building an inclusive society. 

 

Insects and Metamorphosis 

The anti-pastoral ants are not the only insects in Remembering Babylon that are 

“wreaking havoc” with controlled nature, here meaning both cultivated and social culture. In 

his article “In(ter)secting the Animal in David Malouf’s Remembering Babylon” Graham 

Murphy points to two roles of the insects in the novel. Firstly, he considers their ability to 

destroy crops and spread disease is represented by the flies feeding on the blood from Ellen 

McIvor’s dead geese and the human excrement on her husband Jock’s shed, and also the 

clouds of mosquitoes that blow in from the mangroves (81). Despite their harmful potential 

the insects are objectively described and it is even explicitly pointed out that they are not the 

villains. Jock is first disgusted and appalled by the flies but then he thinks “what had they to 

do with it? Some man had done this. That was the real abomination” (Malouf 105). This can 

be read as a reminder that nature is neither good nor evil, and humans might be the real 
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destructive force. Secondly, Murphy thinks “Malouf stages key metamorphoses” (80) in 

several characters in their encounter with insects. The choice of insects for this is interesting 

since they belong to the invertebrate class of animals which are significantly different from 

humans in that they, literally, lack backbone, something they make up for with an exoskeleton 

protecting their inner soft parts. They, literally, go through metamorphoses and they are 

immensely adaptable.  

The first “metamorphosis” of a character in the novel happens when Jock sees the tips 

of grass “beaded with green” (Malouf 97).   

 

When he looked closer it was hundreds of wee bright insects, each the size of his little 

fingernail, metallic, iridescent, and the discovery of them, the new light they brought 

to the scene, was a lightness in him — that was what surprised him — like a form of 

knowledge he had broken through to. It was unnameable, which disturbed him, but 

was also exhilarating; for a moment he was entirely happy. (Malouf 97) 

 

This meeting with insects is what catalyses Jock’s transformation but there are many events, 

experiences with “otherness”, triggered by the white settlers encounter with Gemmy, that 

have led up to this moment. What happens in Jock is beyond language, “unnameable”, and he 

is opened up to a new perception, perhaps post-pastoral, of both nature and humans around 

him, a perception that is also transferred to his wife Ellen as he shows her the tiny flowers that 

made the slope shine similar to the glittering insects. Also George Abbot experiences 

“metamorphosis” but in his case the stimulus for this is socialising with other people, 

especially a young woman, Leona. This experience is enough to make him see things 

differently “the drab bush trees along his way found a kind of beauty” (Malouf 84) and he 

starts to see greatness in Gemmy, whom he previously felt contempt for.  
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The most profound “metamorphosis” in the novel is that of Janet when she 

experiences the bee-swarming. The bees are the most important insect, perhaps the most 

important “other”, in the narrative. According to Murphy’s analysis of Remembering Babylon 

“the importance of bees cannot be understated” because bees live socially in colonies and thus 

disrupt the Western insistence on individuality (Murphy 83). This could also be said of ants, 

but bees, at least honeybees, can be utilized, and are thus closer to human culture. The first 

time Janet sees the bees, the scene stirs something in her. She is intrigued by the beehives and 

their bustling activity that for her represents “another life, quite independent of their human 

one, but organised, purposeful, and involving so many complex rituals. She loved the way, 

while you were dealing with them, you had to submit yourself to their side of things” (Malouf 

128). Although the bees are utilized they are, in Janet’s view, autonomous and she will spend 

the rest of her life studying bees, trying to understand them. A view that could perhaps 

symbolise a more egalitarian relationship between humans and nature based on respect and 

understanding. Janet sometimes even wishes to become one with their communal mind, 

because then she would know “what it was like to be an angel” (Malouf 128), which would be 

a significant “metamorphosis”. 

Janet’s narrative up till her encounter with the bees is a chain of “metamorphoses” 

including other insects and the more overt “metamorphosis” of changing her own skin. When 

she picks a crusted scab off her knee and sees another shiny pink skin beneath she has visions 

of becoming a “finer being that had somehow been covered up in her” (Malouf 53) which 

would be a real metamorphosis. In connection with this she feels she has wings and she 

experiences a shimmering world where both she and the grasshoppers appear transparent. 

Unlike the others that could not find words for their experience Janet finds “Glory” (Malouf 

54), perhaps a hint to Blake who thought real nature got in the way of divinity. Janet’s almost 

constant enlightening experiences will eventually lead up to her becoming a nun. 
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In the episode with the bee-swarming Janet becomes covered with bees “her whole 

body crusted over and she was blazingly gathered into the single sound they made, the single 

mind” (Malouf 129) and when the crust peels away her skin “seemed new to her” (Malouf 

130). Janet will become a scholar-scientist and expert on bees and even half a century later 

she comes back to this moment when “she had been drawn into the process and mystery of 

things” (Malouf 130). Interestingly, Janet’s career binds together the major issues that were of 

concern for the Romantics and the American transcendentalists, nature, which both 

movements foregrounded, and scientific rationality and strict religion, which they both 

opposed. Her emotional investment and spirituality also fit within these philosophies as they 

both look for something beyond human and the ordinary.  

Insects are clearly beyond human and the ordinary since they are so different from 

humans, their diversity is enormous and they can metamorphose. This makes them a good 

choice to catalyse a change towards a greater sense of belonging in some of the characters in 

Remembering Babylon. The new consciousness of place, of connection to nature and dawning 

of nationhood might be perceived as Romantic and the representation of landscape as idyllic 

pastoral if taken out of context. But the nature in itself is objectively described and there are 

enough insects, hardship and human savagery in the narrative for it to be leaning towards the 

anti-pastoral. The choice of bees is also significant since they are social insects, just like ants, 

and that implicitly questions the Western beliefs regarding individuality, which points to the 

narrative being also post-pastoral. These “metamorphoses” are not just concerned with the 

individual’s search for identity and self-realisation. They are also about enhanced 

communication, respect and closer relations between opposites such as the male/female 

exemplified by Jock and Ellen, the civilised/primitive exemplified by George Abbot and 

Gemmy and the human/nonhuman nature exemplified by Janet and the bees. 
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Landscapes and Entitlement  

A European character that has developed a strong sense of belonging on this other 

continent is Gemmy. After his Aboriginal mates have shown him a vision of their home 

territory and offered it to him he thinks that this land is the only mother he has ever known 

“[i]t belonged to him as he did to it; not by birth but by second birth, by gift, and not just for 

his lifetime either but for the whole of time, since it was for the whole of time that it existed, 

as he did too so long as he was one with it” (Malouf 108). An image that points to a close 

connection between human and nature. It even indicates that humans might not last on the 

planet if they do not give it more recognition. That Gemmy feels this way is also a critique of 

the social injustices he endured as a child in Britain.    

When the children encounter Gemmy the first time he is so close to nature that he first 

appears as a “fragment of ti-tree swamp” (Malouf 2) which makes Lachlan think they are 

being “raided by blacks” (Malouf 2).  The settlers’ believed that the swamp “was the abode of 

everything savage and fearsome” (Malouf 2) and that this was where the indigenous people 

would come from. Swamps have postcolonial significance since they have been a refuge for 

slaves and indigenous people escaping from the colonial powers (Grant), and in Tar Baby 

Morrison uses the swamp as a regenerative location for the marginalised “other” (Wardi 5). 

The swamp in Remembering Babylon is, just like the ants, not explicitly in focus but 

constantly present at the margin of the settlement. It frames Gemmy’s narrative, it is where he 

first appears and later disappears and it is the primary dwelling of the settler’s fear of the 

unfamiliar, and it has an abundance of symbolic significance. 

If insects stand out with unique features, a distinct “other”, within the animal realm, 

the swamp stands out in uniqueness regarding landscape. Swamps and other versions of 

wetlands are “hybrid and multivalent: neither land nor water alone” (Howarth 520). Wetland 

ecosystems are extraordinarily reproductive and regenerative, the water that trickles through 

them carries with it decaying material which continuously leaves a fertile sediment and brings 
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nutrients downstream (Howarth 521). These ecosystems cover six percent of the earth’s land 

surface and have the capacity to feed half of the planets population, and just like ants, 

wetlands exist everywhere except Antarctica (Howarth 521).  

Wetlands also have an ambiguous and complex cultural significance, for thousands of 

years being seen as “dangerous, useless, fearful, filthy, diseased, noxious”, but during the last 

centuries gaining a more positive social construction of “beauty, fertility, variety, utility, and 

fluidity” (Howarth 513). The hybridity of wetlands mirrors the hybrid identity of the settlers 

and the transformation of the socially constructed view of wetlands from feared to revered is 

similar to the change in perception of the environment in some of the characters in 

Remembering Babylon. The swamps history as refuge and their ambiguous status echoes that 

of the epigraph, as a place of exile or the promised place.   

In addition, wetlands have a history of conflicts regarding entitlement and 

environmental destruction. In Britain the development of wetlands, the marshes, were a strong 

political interest, and in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries they were considered an 

important way to reclaim land, a Western hegemonic view that not only led to the extinction 

of species of flora and fauna, especially birds, but also to an increasing gap between the rich 

landowners and the working class (Sipley 21). This process of development gained 

momentum in the nineteenth century with the introduction of steam power resulting in a 

massive draining of marshes (Sipley 21). The utilitarian view of wetlands has continued to 

evolve and they are today seen as important ecosystem services, replacing waste water 

treatment plants and at the same time offering recreational areas and bird habitats, but they 

have also kept their folkloric implication appearing in many movies as places of refuge and 

the home of monsters, for example. Malouf summarises the Eurocentric view of development 

of wetlands, its destructive effects, particularly on their rich bird-life, and the folkloric 

superstition of being haunted with “beginning with the last fenced paddock, lay swamp 

country, bird-haunted marshes” (7), perhaps implying that the extinct birds are the haunting 
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spirits. The swamp in Remembering Babylon can be seen as a covert symbol for debatable 

entitlement, and the transformation of land and destruction of wildlife as a consequence of 

colonisation and the Industrial Revolution. 

The swamp was perhaps the most intimidating part of the environment for the settlers; 

it was “all unknown” and “[e]ven in full sunlight it was impenetrable dark” (Malouf 7) 

mirroring the epigraph’s soul afflicting void and combination of sun and darkness, but the 

settlers were not comfortable with other parts either. Especially at night the sounds of this 

unfamiliar nature evoked feelings of being lost, sounds from events that were part of “the 

land’s history, no part of yours” (Malouf 8), a hint to the earth’s timeframe of geological eras 

and humans’ disputable existence there. But, also when perusing their mission of making this 

“unused” land productive and profitable the settlers felt constant anxiety. 

 

Out here the very ground under their feet was strange. It had never been ploughed. 

You had to learn all over again how to deal with weather: drenching downpours when 

in moments all the topsoil you had exposed went liquid and all the dry little creek-

beds in the vicinity ran wild; cyclones that could wrench whole trees up by their roots 

[ ] (Malouf 8) 

 

These representations of nature contain indications of environmental issues such as soil 

erosion and climate change, reminding of the apocalyptic tone and allusions to global 

warming and climate change in the epigraph.  

The settlers have a utilitarian view of land and a wish to pastoralize it. They want to 

strip it “of every vestige of the native; for ringbarking and clearing and reducing it to what 

would make it, at last just a bit like home” (Malouf 8), which shows how convinced they are 

of their entitlement to the land but also that they do not have a sense of belonging there. The 
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nature in this narrative is seen through the white settler’s Eurocentric hegemonic view of 

development that privileges the human and renders the nonhuman nature exploitable.  

A different approach to the place is taken by the Minster, Mr. Frazer, who is not a 

farmer. He finds refuge in botanising and is delighted in doing this in the company of Gemmy 

who has knowledge of what plants can be eaten or used in other ways. In the evenings, after 

their excursions, Mr. Frazer writes down his thoughts and speculations, one of them clearly 

questioning the superiority of Western agricultural practices, animals and plants. 

 

We have been wrong to see this continent as hostile and infelicitous, so that only by 

the fiercest stoicism, a supreme resolution and force of will, and by felling, clearing, 

sowing with the seeds we have brought with us, and by importing sheep, cattle, 

rabbits, even the very birds of the air, can it be shaped and made habitable. It is 

habitable already. (Malouf 118) 

 

Mr. Frazer continues to question the Eurocentric view by blaming pride and prejudice for the 

inability to see the land for itself and learn from the indigenous population, which can be seen 

as a critique of the Western neglect of other cultures’ values. He continues his pondering 

thoughts about “the children of this land” (Malouf 119) being made for it and it for them, and 

that the richness of the land is still hidden, just as it was in the Promised Land which also first 

appeared “parched and without promise” (Malouf 119). His thoughts resemble the epigraphs 

question if a place is Jerusalem or Babylon and covertly alludes to issues of entitlement, 

displacement and belonging. His attention to nature and feeling of responsibility creates a 

post-pastoral character not unlike John Clare. 

Nevertheless, Mr. Frazer is still into a utilitarian and pastoralizing mode where “what 

he sees is no longer a wild place but orchards” (Malouf 120) where the native flora is being 

cultivated. These utopian visions are so strong that he makes an attempt to display this 
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inspired knowledge to one of the farmers, but he gets no response from this man and he thinks 

“[f]armers grasp only what they already know” (Malouf 122), which can be seen as a critique 

of the conservative and hegemonic Western agricultural practices that perhaps are the greatest 

contributors to the escalating environmental threats of pollution, soil erosion and depletion, 

reduction of biodiversity, depletion of ground water and climate change.  

The lack of success with the farmers convinces Mr. Frazer he has to go higher, so he 

turns to the Governor, Sir George, in the capital Brisbane. In Sir George’s entrance hall he is 

met by scattered toys and beheaded flowers and Sir George is first convinced Mr. Frazer is a 

secret emissary from some of his opposition. Sir George compares himself to ancient Greek 

statesmen and (pastoral) poets like Homer and Hesiod and thinks he “out of mere rock and air 

[is] creating spaces where history may now occur” (Malouf 153). This is a view where the 

earth and the atmosphere, the prerequisites for life, are seen as nothing unless exposed to 

human culture, in other words socially constructed. Sir George is anxious that being so far 

away from power he will be forgotten and he writes daily to high officials in London about 

his accomplishments, which are grandiose, but not completely executed or realistic. As soon a 

Sir. George understands Mr. Frazer’s plan about orchards they are completed, and among his 

many visons is one of himself arriving in “a little western town of nine pubs and a butcher 

shop” (Malouf 154) being attended by centaurs. This creates an image of a silly, disrespectful, 

delusional and pompous person in power. Mr. Frazer thinks Sir George “exudes an air of 

magnificent unreality” (Malouf 155). The narrative of Mr. Frazer’s meeting with Sir George 

is probably the most satirical in the novel. It is full of critique of the imperialistic ideology, of 

the hegemonic view of Western culture, statesmanship and politics as superior, and it 

questions if they are relevant for the Australian continent.  
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European Animals and Cultural Reproduction 

A narrative that deals with the question of the relevance of a Eurocentric view in the 

Australian continent is Lachlan’s fantasy of hunting wolves in Russia where “cold air burned 

his nostrils, snow squeaked underfoot” (Malouf 1), a fantasy that he has modified from a 

schoolbook story. In the real Queensland School Reader, first published in 1914 and in print 

for over fifty years, there is a story of wolves in Russia called Mazeppa’s Ride (Archer-Lean 

6). Mazeppa (1640-1710) was a Ukrainian folk-hero who has a tendency to repeatedly appear 

in Western works of art, especially his punishment for an affair with a married woman, where 

he is tide naked to a wild horse (resembling Sir. Georges centaurs) that gallops across the 

plain chased by wolves (Voss 111). He features in two of Voltaire’s historical accounts 

published 1731 and 1759, in Byron’s poem Mazeppa from 1819 and in Hugo’s novel Les 

Orientales from 1829, amongst several other works of art, not least paintings (Voss 110). The 

fascination with the myth during the nineteenth century in particular can be explained by the 

“anticipation of the displacement of the horse” by the horsepower of the combustion engine 

(Voss 110). Lachlan’s fantasy is a reversal of the relation of power in the story as he is the 

now the one hunting the wolves. This is another parodic narrative where the choice of a 

European environment in the fantasy points to the imperialistic ideologies privileging 

Western landscape and animals and Lachlan’s reversal of the human versus animal relation 

further enhances the human supremacy over the nonhuman. In addition, it is an example of 

how the Western culture is reproducing itself through insistence on European culture and 

“colonial education” (Archer-Lean 5) as well as a covert allusion to human destruction of 

nature that will escalate with the rise of the Industrial Revolution comparable to the 

symbolism of the swamp in the novel. 
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Birds and Scents  

The superiority of the European white male and the destructive forces connected with 

this ideology is also represented in the novel by Lachlan’s attitudes when he arrives from 

Scotland. His cousins show him their favourite plants like the eggs-and-bacon bushes but he 

dismisses them with a “[t]hat’s no’ them. That’s no’ the real wans” (Malouf 51). He considers 

everything Janet and Meg know is not worth knowing, but he eventually realises that “if he 

was to get on here he had to know the place” (Malouf 52), which seems to mean killing birds 

like scrub turkey, bronze-wings, topknots, fruit pigeon and “a dozen varieties of duck” 

(Malouf 52) that live in the swamp. Just as the ants and other insects keep on appearing in the 

novel so do birds. In addition to Lachlan’s bird prey and Ellen’s geese, the tribe’s flock of 

birds and Mr. Frazer’s imported birds already mentioned, there are bird calls, Mrs. Hutchence 

elaborate birdcages and birds carved on chests, Ellen’s feelings of being a trapped bird, 

George’s bird’s nest hair, the bold myna birds pecking around the adult Lachlan’s boots and 

Jock’s bird.  

Jock sees his bird after his “metamorphosis”, when he is sitting on a stone with his 

boots in the mud, “its grey squat body as undistinguished and dusty looking as a sparrow's 

(but there were no sparrows here), its head grey, with a few untidy feathers” (Malouf 98). 

When he sees the bird “drawing long silver threads out of the heart of the water” (Malouf 98) 

he experiences intense pleasure and admiration of the nature around him. The narrative has a 

distinct Romantic atmosphere but admittedly being plain and with enough mud, dust and 

untidiness to not really qualify for a pastoral idealisation. However, it would seem that some 

lesson has been offered in Jock’s nature retreats as he has also begun to notice the evil that 

lurks in the community. 

Furthermore, after first being perceived as a part of the swamp, Gemmy is next 

perceived as a “wounded waterbird” (Malouf 2) when he is perched on the fence, the 

boundary between the pastoral and the wild, “arms outflung as if preparing for flight” 
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(Malouf 8). This gathering of birds and bird symbolism in the novel adds up to a theme of 

vulnerability, entrapment and longing for freedom that could apply to both colonised and 

colonisers, human as well as nonhuman and raises concerns about both social and 

environmental equalities.  

Gemmy is not only presented as a swamp-part or a waterbird. He is constantly 

associated with nature. As a child worker in a saw-mill in Britain he is described as a maggot 

and the events that happened during his childhood are “curled up in him like an old-man 

carpet snake” (Malouf 19). When he is washed up on the Australian shore after being thrown 

overboard form a ship he is perceived as half-seacalf and he has crabs in his hair and coral in 

his mouth. Nevertheless, “he had risen up in the firelight and danced, and changed before 

their eyes from a sea-creature into a skinny human child” (Malouf 25), not so much a 

metamorphosis as a miniature version of the evolution of land living animals from sea-

creatures. Archer-Lean points out the strong human-animal connections in the narrative (1) 

and Murphy bases his whole article on this. He suggests a view of understanding 

Remembering Babylon in which the animals in the novel are used to question boundaries 

between human and “other”, and in addition to the insects and the other animals he also 

suggests scent as a further signifier of animalism, both the scent Gemmy gives off and that he 

often uses his sense of smell (77).  

However, smell is also the sense with the strongest connection to memory, and 

remembering, the uncoiling of the old-man carpet snake, is a main theme in Gemmy’s 

narrative. The repressed memories of his traumatised childhood in Britain are “emerging coil 

on coil” (Malouf 19) when he is exposed to smells that he encountered as a child but that are 

unfamiliar to Australia: horse droppings, ink, dark-stained leather and wood that is not local. 

Most of these scents are from natural objects. The memories uncoiling being so closely linked 

to Gemmy’s abuse in Britain reflect the novel’s title Remembering Babylon. Babylon is 

associated with the myth of the Tower of Babel, fragmentation, decadence and corruption, not 
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unlike that of both colonising and colonised nations. Other characters are also connected with 

smell. Ellen remembers how Jock was smelling of grass when they first met and she feels 

comforted by the familiar smell of milk on her daughter Meg. George Abbot’s pastoral retreat 

has a peppery scent and he perceives Leona as scented just from seeing the flowers on her 

dress. The ants get excited by unfamiliar scent, Mr. Frazer likes to go and smell the night-

scented flowers and Jock can almost smell violence. The children’s dog smells Gemmy before 

they see him. Smell creates a link between humans and animals and between nature and 

culture.  

 

Conclusion 

Remembering Babylon has an intriguing epigraph with quotes where both provenance 

and content suggest ambivalence regarding belonging as well as an environmental concern in 

the novel. Foregrounding the representations of nonhuman nature in the novel reveals several 

voices that are speaking up against human hegemony. There is a trail of ants bringing a 

realistic, anti-pastoral, disturbance to what might otherwise be perceived as idealised pastoral 

landscapes, and swarms of insects are catalysing “metamorphoses” in Diasporic characters 

who experience post-pastoral wonder at nature and a greater sense of openness and belonging. 

The honeybees communicate as a single mind far beyond what is possible for human societies 

and the swamp and the mobile topsoil are reminders of the destructive pastoral practices. The 

environmental concerns are politicised by a symbolic researcher with important, but not 

complete, findings that he cannot get through either to those who are operative or to the 

controlling power. There are mythical combinations of man and horse alluding to the effects 

of the Industrial Revolution and the insistence on the superiority of Western culture. A 

gathering of birds tells of men’s lust to kill and a collection of scents recall memories of 

violence but also show that humans and animals are not that different. This sums up to a silent 

chorus that accuses the Western ideologies of development of being destructive and corrupt, 
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but at the same time it offers a potential for change and reconciliation and if that does not 

work there is always the apocalyptic threat to consider.   
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