L00ELT,89SLLL 6

00613 d
006Gl 31
oosiza

GL'E1 2
enssT 1o

¢00¢C 9#

ammp onsiy
&4
DININIYITY

Bio snyaan-mmm
SY2IY




hopelessness. Clarke would have us believe that the Tasmanian wilderness was a
place to inspire the most bestial of all human behaviours: ‘he was so horribly un-
human ... in his slavering mouth, his slowly grinding jaws, his restless fingers, and his
bloodshot, wandering eyes, there lurked a hint of some terror more awful that [sic] the
terror of starvation —a memory of a tragedy played out in the gloomy depths of that
forest which had vomited him forth again; and the shadow of an unknown horror,
clinging to him, repelled and disgusted, as though he bore about with him the reek of
the shambles.” Cannibalism is the most horrifying of crimes, and one that peppered
the stories and legends of convict escapes in Australia.

The story of the Australian wilderness is thus from the very beginning one of ideal-

ism and debasement, a dual theme repeated in later literary examples such as Patrick
White’s Voss, Peter Carey’s Oscar and Lucinda, and Richard Flanagan’s The Death of
a River Guide. Living on the edge of this wilderness, seeing ever-increasing streams of
fascinated tourists lured to it like moths to a light bulb, reading how some die of expos-
ure each year through failing to acknowledge the dark and brooding reality of an indif-
ferent nature, inspires a belief that somehow this garden is more than just an attractive
view; it has become a compelling aspect of our modern condition.
To call such places ‘gardens’ is no exaggeration since they are managed and cultivated
like any other garden. Management plans centre on rites of exclusion — on distin-
guishing the weed from the legitimate species, on deciding who should be let in and
who should not.

During the 1970s, Australia’s smallest and only island state — Tasmania — sprang to
world prominence because its perceived international wilderness value was threat-
ened by plans to construct more hydroelectric dams similar to the one that had result-
ed in the disastrous flooding of Lake Pedder. The fight to save what was left of the
southwest Tasmanian wilderness centred on a deliberately constructed image of
wilderness perhaps best typified by Peter Dombovskis’ Rock Island Bend that sketched
a primeval scene undisturbed by modernity, an unpopulated and remote solitude. It is
these kinds of scenes that international tourists now flock to see, assisted in their ex-
perience by structures like the Tahune Forest AirwWalk located south of the island’s cap-
ital Hobart and on the edge of the southwest wilderness park.

A modern world staked its claim on the scenery of the Tasmanian southwest wilder-
ness in the 1970s and excluded from it other more traditional stakeholders — primar-
ily the indigenous populations who had inhabited the area prior to colonization and
two centuries of timber harvesters and fishermen. They and their artefacts were hence-
forth regarded as weeds in an otherwise idyllic wilderness scene. Their weeding-out
is further evidence of the garden quality of contemporary wilderness ideals.

The world has shrunk considerably since that day in 1625 when Bacon penned his
essay ‘On Gardens'. It is now perhaps conceivable to imagine previously remote
places such as Tasmania’s southwest wilderness in terms of his tripartite image, a kind
of modern equivalent of the long tradition of the garden-as-cosmic-model. One in
which the very presence of the possibility of Wilderqzss is essential to our ever rpeye
expansive modern world view. "
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fn 1625 Sir Francis Bacon wrote an essay ‘On Gardens’ that established a tripar-

tite model (crudely summarized as lawn, pleasure garden, wilderness) that res-

onated throughout the ensuing two-hundred-year development of le jardin

anglais and spread its influence across the globe. The tripartite model was perva-
sive simply because it gave a landscape form to the modern condition, one that we
continue to struggle to come to terms with.

This gardening concept spread its influence as far afield as the Antipodes where its
bearers projected it onto an ancient landscape. The “discovery” and colonization of
Terra Australis Incognita, the missing continent, in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies filled a conceptual hole in a modern mind-map of the world and fuelled the
imagining of this place as a paradise. Its strange flora and fauna, which included weird
animals like the platypus (initially regarded as a hoax in England), inspired visions of
an antediluvian nature. Indeed, images of Australian scenes, particularly of giant ferns,
became something of a fetish in Europe. Large collections were assembled in England
and in France. In these primeval scenes lingered a new kind of possibility for Jhe
wilderness garden — one discovered through the colonization of remote shores.

The fundamental principle of the penal law that sent convicts to this newly discov-
ered land (apart from conveniently removing villains from one’s own backyard) was
the belief that a{@sure to an uncorrupted natural environment, coupled with hard
labour, could somehoyatransform even the most notorious criminal. Even today
wilderness experience is credited with restorative qualities. Those who had actually
lived in colonial Australia were not as convinced. Marcus Clarke was certainly of a dif-
ferent view and in Australia’s first novel, For the Term of His Natural Life, Clarke’s lead-
ing character, the wrongly accused Rufus Dawes, is condemned to an ever-spiralling
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Left. The Tahune Airwalk located in a wilderness area
south of the Tasmanian capital Hobart. Architect: Jacob
Allom and Wade; Engineer: Thompson and Brett. Client:
Forestry Tasmania, a public-private body responsible for
managing Tasmania’s forests.

Right. The airwalk passes through a section of old-growth
Sclerophyll forest characterized by a rainforest under-
storey and a Eucalypt canopy.
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