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Gerald Murnane’s Reimagining of Self: Adapting the Living Author

Lana Stockton

Curtin University 

This article discusses the semi-autobiographical writing style of the Australian author Gerald 
Murnane, through which he adapts autobiographical elements into his fiction. I inspect scenes 
from The Plains, Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs, and his latest novel Border Districts, 
analysing how they mould and adapt the author’s likeness into symbolic representations. From 
there I suggest how these literary images of the author might express their relation to personal 
or cultural memories. The paper reflects upon the relationship between Murnane’s distinctive 
writing voice and the cultural phenomenon of haunting. It contemplates how his uncanny 
adaptations of the self into literature introduce the reader to expressions of unsettled history. 

An author’s works and visual language may be seen as an adaptation of their experience 
– imagined or learned – into our knowledge systems. This paper inspects how the Australian 
author Gerald Murnane symbolises his processes of remembering and his desire to creatively and 
conceptually locate the self in its surroundings. Murnane adapts his journey – from a childhood 
in Victoria, to retirement in the rural town of Goroke – into narrative storytelling with a unique 
visual language. This includes, most notably, apparent adaptations of his imagination and 
memory (emotional lived events) into literary symbols. 

Murnane is a Victorian-based author known for rarely leaving his home 
state. He writes novels and short stories inspired significantly by his childhood 
and life as it connects to the Australian landscape. These semi-autobiographical 
novels – or ‘autofiction’, a genre gaining in popularity thanks to writers like Rachel 
Cusk – can be defined as works that abandon traditional conventions, to blend the 
autobiographical and the fictional into a collage. From there, the reader may struggle 
to distinguish between sentences grown from lived experience and ones heralded 
from the imagination. This combination of fact and fiction creates a magical and 
sometimes haunting quality to the stories. Murnane’s autofiction style notably reflects 
on his own writing practice, something that may resonate with creative readers and 
promote deeper linking of art and life in the genre. His works are more than thinly 
veiled autobiographies; literature that emerges from life connects with social history. 
Murnane’s novels are an ideal space for hauntings to settle – where recollections of 
life’s events blossom and come into focus through their literary repetition. I define 
hauntings here as the repressed knowledge and presence of strangeness that connects 
us to cultural memory. They are a refuge for private psychic experience to be resituated 
in the public sphere of the novel. 

In previous investigations, I have described Murnane as a painter of memory 
‘whose visual evocations involve spillages and re-emergences of remembrance’ and 
whose works ‘are at a fundamental level fascinated by the idea of bringing visibility to 
the absent and formless’.1 Murnane’s unique use of visual symbols has also previously 
been charted in scholarship such as the 2017 conference Another World in this One. 
There, Anthony Uhlmann (among others) spoke about the links between mind, images 
and meaning in Murnane’s work – finding glimpses of meaning in Murnane’s word-
associations and symbols that gather fragmentary images into patterns.2 
1  Lana Stockton, ‘Tracing Phantasms: Envisioning the Haunted Novel in Roberto 
Bolaño’s 2666 and Gerald Murnane’s The Plains’ (PhD diss., Curtin University 2019), 9. 
2  Anthony Uhlmann,  ‘Report on the Mind in Border Districts’ (conference paper, 
Another World in this One: Gerald Murnane’s Fiction, Goroke, Victoria, 7 December 2017). 
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At times, Murnane’s narration in his novels resembles that of Jonathan Swift’s 
classic allegory in Gulliver’s Travels, which ‘depicts a traveller-narrator who uncovers 
strangeness in a distant culture and people as a means to invite a reflection on the 
European reader’s own world’; it also contains stylistic ‘elements from ethnographically 
inflected postmodern fiction that adopts the format of the travelogue or the chronicle, 
such as that of Bruce Chatwin’s The Songlines’ from 1987.3 Fans of Marcel Proust’s 
work may also recognise and enjoy Murnane’s evocations of involuntary memory as 
a common theme. 

 Murnane’s frequent use of unnamed narrators and autofiction style in his novels 
helps to bring into question traditional ways of seeing, remembering and making sense 
of the world. Below I will discuss a number of examples of how Murnane writes his 
narrators within the books The Plains, Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs, and Border Districts, 
through which we see quite a unique adaptation of self. 

The Voice of the Author (‘Stream System’)

Murnane’s Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs is a collection of eccentric short works that 
express a particular love for the Australian landscape through the voice of their semi-
autobiographical narrator. Here, a study of authorial voice by Debra Adelaide can 
help to guide us into an understanding of Murnane’s approach. In her piece, Adelaide 
puts forth that Murnane’s ‘mind and the voice appear to work as one: if he is not quite 
literally speaking his mind, he is literally writing it’.4 She observes, in relation to his 
short story ‘Stream System’ (a title from his story collection in Invisible Yet Enduring 
Lilacs), that he crafts a voice for the work by affording its sentences a stream of 
consciousness and creative imagination. Murnane’s resulting piece is ‘equally memoir 
and story’.5 The short story provides a map into the working of the author’s mind 
specifically through the techniques of word associations and cartographic metaphors. 
As the author translates himself onto the page by charting the landscape of his youth, 
the land is embodied with his voice.

Other scholars, too, have noticed that Murnane’s narrators remember by charting 
themselves in space. As noted by Paolo Bartoloni in ‘Time in Gerald Murnane’s Velvet 
Waters’, Murnane’s literary selves become landscapes of traveling, multitudinous 
tracks.6 Murnane’s narrators have memories that blend the real and conjecture. In a 
scene from ‘Stream System’ the unnamed narrator recounts how he remembers his 
aunt’s room: 

When I sat in the cane chair in my aunt’s room I faced north. By turning 
my body a little in the chair I was able to face north-east, which seemed 
to me the direction of America. If the stone walls of the house around me 
had been lifted away, I could have looked north-east for half a mile across 
yellow-brown grass towards a slight ridge known as Lawler’s Hill. I could 
have seen beyond Lawler’s Hill only pale-blue sky, but if, while I sat in 
my chair, I could have thought to myself as standing on Lawler’s Hill 
and looking north-east, I would have seen in my mind yellow-born grass 
reaching a mile and more north-east towards the next slight hill.7 

This scene demonstrates Murnane’s projection of the self beyond its normal bounds 
of space and time. Here, he repeatedly steps in and out of his younger self, imagining 
beyond memory and into fictional possibility. Murnane’s refusal to name his narrator, 

3  Stockton, ‘Tracing Phantasms’, 11. 
4  Debra Adelaide, ‘The Voice of the Text’, The Journal of the Australian Association of 
Writing Programs 11, no. 1 (2010), 3. 
5  Adelaide, ‘The Voice of the Text’, 3. 
6  Paolo Bartoloni, ‘Time in Gerald Murnane’s Velvet Waters,’ Antipodes 14, no. 1 (2000), 
47.
7  Gerald Murnane, Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs (Artarmon: Giramondo Publishing, 
2005), 47-48. 
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notably, produces what Bartoloni calls a ‘digressive skeleton of thoughts’ through 
which Murnane appears to humour his own personal attempts at devising mnemonic 
systems.8 The very act of imagining what he could have seen as a child, if we were 
imagining images in his mind’s eye, adds a certain comedy. The author’s voice is 
pensive, meticulous in his geographical mapping, and unusually fixated on the task of 
locating the self in relation to the landscape. 

Symbolic Representations (The Plains)

 Murnane’s works regularly function as sites of re-emergence of phantasmatic copies 
of the author, stripped of his name and regular identity. I use the term ‘phantasmatic’ 
here to denote ‘images that oscillate between visibility and invisibility, presence and 
absence, materiality and immateriality’.9 Murnane’s early novel The Plains famously 
begins with the following line: 

Twenty years ago, when I first arrived on the plains, I kept my eyes open. I 
looked for anything in the landscape that seemed to hint at some elaborate 
meaning behind appearances.10 

The line is echoed again thirty-five years later when Murnane opens his 2017 novel, 
Border Districts: 

Two months ago, when I first arrived in this township just short of the 
border, I resolved to guard my eyes, and I could not think of going on 
with this piece of writing unless I were to explain how I came by that odd 
expression.11 

Due to this pleasingly familiar sentence structure, the unnamed narrator appears to 
recur as a figure between the two novels, with an insistence that resembles that of 
the ‘phantom’. Phantoms are classified as insistent intrusions, theorised by academics 
such as Cathy Caruth as tell-tale signs of ‘unclaimed experience’, that is, memory that 
remains in transit without a clear owner.12 Repetition that occurs within and between 
these two novels may have the effect of producing a quality of haunting in the authorial 
voice. A reader, for example, may remember where they were when they first read The 
Plains and, when encountering the opening of Border Districts, greet the narrator as if 
a ghost – an apparition and return of a character who had disappeared into darkness 
all those years ago. 

The voice in Border Districts is all the more aware and expressive of its authorial 
status than the voice in The Plains (which is already quite self-reflexive). Murnane 
informs us extensively about the novel’s writing process throughout the novel. 
Adelaide has referred to this voice as ‘the perfect literary kiss’:

Murnane’s simultaneous intimacy and distance, personal involvement yet 
consummate detachment, means that in his prose we receive a remarkably 
unmediated voice, one that is innocent, has converted the whore of 
language into the virgin of fictional prose, has returned to paradise before 
the fall. Murnane is at once writing his own life yet is as far removed 
from autobiography as you can get. Or, to use Barthes’ singing voice 
terminology, he has created a grain of the voice, one that is not personal, 
yet is individual, dramatic and expressive on every necessary technical 
level, one that emerges from deep within the cantor’s, the writer’s, own 

8  Bartoloni, ‘Time in Gerald Murnane’s Velvet Waters’, 50. 
9  Maria del Pilar Blanco and Esther Peeren, eds, The Spectralities Reader: Ghosts and 
Haunting in Contemporary Cultural Theory (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 212.
10  Gerald Murnane, The Plains (Melbourne: The Text Publishing Company, 2012), 3. 
11  Gerald Murnane, Border Districts (Artarmon: Giramondo Publishing, 2017), 1.
12  Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (London: The John 
Hopkins University Press, 1996). 
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language. A voice, if you like, that is fully embodied. Where we hear the 
lungs as well as ‘the tongue, the glottis, the teeth, the mucous membranes, 
the nose …’.13 

The plot of The Plains revolves around a filmmaker who is researching a film script. 
He journeys inland to a remote town to learn about the plainsmen and their culture 
that the filmmaker is foreign to. The plot appears as if it were an allegory. Based on 
what we know about the author, we are invited to compare the inland town of The 
Plains to what we know about Murnane’s hometown of Goroke. It is surprising and 
uncanny to read a description of a landscape that consists of lush grasses, where we 
might expect red earth. Even more peculiar are the descriptions of the landowners. 
Those of the inland are wealthy bourgeoisie – avant-garde, experimental thinkers and 
artists. We sense the presence of the author’s life and interests; every peculiar detail 
produces a mirage of an alternative Australia. As the foreword to The Plains (by Wayne 
Macauley) notes, we step into another world ‘as exhilarating as anything proposed 
by Swift, Kafka, Borges or Calvino, written in a prose to rival the European greats’.14 
The author’s presence in this novel – his alter ego – invites us into an interior that 
is anything but empty; its people are more sophisticated than we who live on the 
coasts. There is, perhaps, a subversion of the concept of terra nullius here, although 
only Murnane’s story ‘Land Deal’ addresses aboriginal Australia directly. The narrator 
speaks through a voice that is at once innocent and detached, but also occupying an 
uncertain territory between paradise and fall. 

The Face of Bendigo (Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs)

With Adelaide’s words about authorial voice in mind, we may look for motifs of 
disembodiment and bodily fragmentation in Murnane’s work as signs of the author’s 
voice adapted to the page. When depicting his likeness in literature, Murnane often 
breaks down his face into phantasmatic pieces. I note that a favourite symbol in 
Murnane’s oeuvre is that of broken glass, particularly marbles. Murnane’s narrators 
cannot help but to peer through the glass, observing the fracturing and kaleidoscopic 
effects these devices have on the images of people around them. Invisible Yet Enduring 
Lilacs contains one such example, which places strange bodily apparitions into familiar 
references to the land of Australia, such as the place name of Bendigo. The following is 
a quote from the once again unnamed narrator: 

I had failed to notice that the glass I peered through for signs of my first 
poet was part of the same symmetry that always appeared to me in the 
streets of Bendigo as a pair of eyes and a nose under a frowning forehead.15

This disembodied apparition of a broken face – seen not as a whole but in pieces – 
represents a way of seeing that we may connect to the experiences of haunting. From 
the fractured pieces, we infer that a voice, lived experience, or memory has returned 
with the insistence of the phantom, demanding address. 

A Priest and a Moustache (Border Districts)

I want to substantiate how insistent phantoms are in Murnane’s work, alongside the 
frequency of his usage of unnamed narration. Thought to be Murnane’s final novel, 
Border Districts contains a narrator who remembers receiving schooling from an order 
of religious brothers, who he remembers as:

13  Adelaide, ‘The Voice of the Text’, 8. 
14  Murnane, The Plains, IX.
15  Murnane, Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs, 2. 
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a band of men who dressed each in a black soutane with a bib of white 
celluloid at his throat. I learned by chance last year, and fifty years since I 
last saw anyone wearing such a thing, that the white bib was called a rabat 
and was a symbol of chastity.16 

The narrator describes in his mind: ‘an image as that of the white patch which appeared 
just now against a black background at the edge of my mind and will not be easily 
dislodged’.17 The rabat inside the narrator’s mind appears as a phantasm, making him 
what we might call a phantom-bearer. The image of the rabat in the metaphorical crypt 
of the narrator’s mind may be considered as a symbol of something unspeakable: 
a gap in one’s memory, or a failure to find words. Here, ‘the crypt of the nameless 
narrator buries the image and conceals its meaning’: the rabat alone in the narrator’s 
mind ‘holds witness and persists as a mnemonic device’ with a secret language.18 

What is notable about the scene with the rabat is not so much the suggestion 
that Murnane himself is translating his recollection of his school days into fiction via 
disembodied pieces; rather, the ghostly flash of white in the mind most significantly 
recalls previous apparitions from Murnane’s The Plains. In that novel, written decades 
prior, the narrator’s reflected face in a window was described as a sudden white 
flash. In a case of a phantasmatic misrecognition of the self, the narrator saw his own 
reflection in a window, but mistook it for a piece of parchment. Murnane writes:

I saw that the far sheen of the reflected sky was not the uniform steely 
colour it had first seemed, but faintly streaked and mottled. I would have 
taken all the pale markings for remote shreds of cloud, except that as I 
walked away one of them remained fixed in the glass while the image of 
the sky around it changed with every step I took. I had been watching 
the blurred whiteness that stood for my own face – the blank paper I had 
fastened to the dummy myself. 19

This misrecognition, and the subsequent replay of similar apparitions decades later, 
appears to play out an authorial pursuit to visually locate and represent the self. It 
presents to the reader the notion of mapping oneself in a window pane, again with 
a characteristic innocence and detachment. This mapping resembles that of a child’s 
game, bringing forth an amusement that delights but also, perhaps, unsettles us, for 
the narrator appears lost and confused. He is, after all, a filmmaker out of his depth 
and unanchored in a strange town. He tries to locate himself visually in space the only 
way he knows how. This preoccupation with the visual is a common thread connecting 
all the unnamed narrators. 

Returning to Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs (2005), we may see one of the most 
overt demonstrations of how repetition may be used to draw emphasis to concerns 
about one’s identity, location in space, and (dis)embodiment. Murnane’s narration 
draws attention to repeated phrases through the use of italics or capitalisation. The 
unnamed narrator reminisces: 

When I had looked at the outline of the body of pale blue that consisted of 
the body labelled STREAM and the body labelled SYSTEM and the narrow 
body of pale blue connecting the two – that is to say, when I had looked 
at the two larger bodies and the one smaller body that together comprised 
the body of pale blue labelled STREAM SYSTEM, I had noticed that the 
outline of the whole body brought to my mind a drooping moustache.20

16  Murnane, Border Districts, 1. 
17  Murnane, Border Districts, 2. 
18  Stockton, ‘Tracing Phantasms’, 158.
19  Murnane, The Plains, 100-101.
20  Murnane, Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs, 124. 
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‘Stream System’ as a short story is a semi-autobiographical piece in the sense that 
it appears to fuse Murnane’s recollection of his past together with his imagination, 
leaving these distinctions uncertain. The narrator recounts his experience of walking 
through Salt Creek and seeing the words ‘stream’ and ‘system’ on a street directory. 
You will notice that the unnamed narrator has repeated the word ‘body’ seven times 
in the above passage, the repetition urging the significance of the word in relation to 
the landscape. It may be read as a passage centrally interested in the location of the 
body – the narrator’s – in the land, and the meaning of that relationship. The narrator 
is connected not just to the land, but to his family through the land as a mnemonic 
device. 

As the story continues, the unnamed narrator remembers his family. As he 
walks through the landscape the narrator encounters ‘yellow water in heart-like 
shapes’, which remind him of a pendant that was worn by his aunt.21 Strikingly, a 
recollection featuring a disembodied moustache then reminds him of his grandfather. 
Murnane remembers – and positions the audience to reflect on the nature of memory 
and the conventions of autobiography – by connecting the body to place.

I’ve previously noted that this storytelling resembles Julie Gough’s ‘Hunting 
Ground (Haunted)’ (2017), a video installation where the artist walks through serene 
rural areas that her film reinscribes with the memory of historical massacre as a way of 
communicating ‘hidden histories’.22 By placing his voice into the landscape, Murnane’s 
passage engages memory by pulling focus to the key words. The haunted landscape 
provides a place for the author’s images to swim: ‘recalling that the phantom is 
sustained by false appearances and secret words’,23 one may conclude that the story of 
the stream system ‘illustrates the link between symbols and remembering’.24 Memory 
and place converge as the subject walks through the landscape. The land in turn 
becomes imbued with his own meanings, his personalised set of symbols. 

Eating Landscape (Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs)

Earlier I mentioned Adelaide’s study of authorial voice, a study that at one point 
explained the connection between voice and landscape through gastronomical 
metaphors (‘fast readers devour books, we consume the text’).25 This is pertinent 
as Murnane has, in Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs, chosen to depict himself as a child 
literally swallowing pieces of the landscape through metaphors of seeing as eating. 
To understand the significance of this choice, note that metaphors of eating have 
often been used when depicting or working through the process of remembering. 
Murnane’s stories are littered with cryptonyms – that is, haunted keywords encrypted 
with expressive traces of memory, like magic safes for immense secrets. 

The following excerpt from Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs contains an example of 
a cryptonym, in the form of a repeated word – ‘swallow’. In the passage, the unnamed 
narrator (a stand-in for the author) speaks as an Australian reminiscing on his post-
war childhood. He describes the experience of going to the theatre in the years between 
1946 and 1948. Murnane writes: 

The films I watched made me discontented. Scene after scene disappeared 
from the screen before I had properly appreciated it … what I looked for 
in films was what I called pure scenery … places safely behind the action: 
the places where nothing seemed to happen … when I saw any such banal 

21  Stockton, ‘Tracing Phantasms’, 159.
22  Joseph Pugliese, ed., Julie Gough’s Forensic Archaeology of National Forgetting 
(Charlottesville: Kluge Ruhe Aboriginal Art Collection of the University of Virginia, 2017). 
23  Nicholas Abraham and Mária Török, The Shell and the Kernel: Renewals of Psychoanalysis, 
Volume 1, ed. and trans. Nicholas T. Rand (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 
1994), 133. 
24  Stockton, ‘Tracing Phantasms’, 159.
25  Adelaide, ‘The Voice of the Text’, 6. 
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arrangement of grassy middle distance and hilly background, I tried to 
do to it something for which the simplest word I could have found was 
swallow. I wanted to feel the waving grass and that line of hills somewhere 
inside me. I wanted grass and hills fixed inside the space that began, as I 
thought, behind my eyes.26

Murnane draws attention to the key word ‘swallow’ through use of italics in the above 
passage and on subsequent pages. In this way, the narrator remembers through 
reversion to the most primitive bodily function. The cryptonym usage occurs alongside 
the following image: ‘a greedy boy with his cheeks swollen by a segment of landscape-
pie’, seen to be using bodily effort to get ‘the scenery from outside to inside’ to attain a 
‘piece of plain with a rim of hills floating inside my private space’.27 

The process of unsatisfied eating may be imagined as a symbol of melancholy, 
which is a temporal ailment that may be symbolically represented in an environment – 
for example, a landscape may remind us of the transitory nature of life.28 Here, ‘vision 
is overtly the conduit through which literature swallows’,29 a consumption that is the 
symbolic process of bringing the inexpressible into ‘a secret tomb inside the subject’.30 
The narrator is left discontented even after he has ‘absorbed a slab of pure scenery’, 
something that may emphasise a longing for land, and a failure to vocalise one’s 
thoughts.31

When Murnane’s figure fills his mouth with landscape instead of speech, he 
plays out a drama of melancholy in which his mouth, ‘unable to say certain words 
and unable to formulate certain sentences’, regresses into a ‘food-craving mouth’ that 
takes in and absorbs a fantasy of land in the place of words.32 Silence, and the child’s 
symbolic regression in development from speaking to eating, signifies the narrator’s 
‘inability to voice the source of their discontentment’.33 The image of the boy eating the 
landscape represents a phantasmatic scene; it adapts a metaphorical experience into 
fiction. 

The Dummy (The Plains)

Returning to The Plains, we find a key scene demonstrating the adaptation and 
unravelling of self into the text. The following scene occurs when the narrator attempts 
to construct a likeness of himself through the use of household objects: 

I needed a head for my dummy. I taped a feather duster to the chair in the 
correct position. But I guessed that the dull tail-feathers of a bustard would 
be barely visible, whereas my own face was noticeably pale. (It occurred 
to me that most of my days on the plains had been spent indoors.) The top 
drawer of my filing cabinet was half-full of unused paper for manuscripts 
and typing. I took a handful of crisp white sheets, moulded them loosely 
around the fronds of the duster, and then fixed them in place with tape.34 

I have included the image of Giuseppe Arcimboldo’s painting The Librarian (Fig. 1) for 
reference, due to the similarity I see between its subject and the dummy represented 
in The Plains, and due to the painting’s meaning. Supposedly, The Librarian may be 
interpreted as a humorous representation of a sophist – a man made from the books that 

26  Murnane, Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs, 9-10. 
27  Murnane, Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs, 10.
28  Celeste Olalquiaga, The Artificial Kingdom: A Treasury of the Kitsch Experience (New 
York: Pantheon, 1998), 122. 
29  Stockton, ‘Tracing Phantasms’, 124.
30  Abraham and Torok, The Shell and the Kernel, 130. 
31  Murnane, Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs, 11.
32  Abraham and Torok, The Shell and the Kernel, 128.
33  Stockton, ‘Tracing Phantasms’, 124.
34  Murnane, The Plains, 99-100. 
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he owns but has not read. This, at least, is how I picture the dummy. Both Murnane’s 
written representations and Arcimboldo’s painterly representations humour the men 
that they mimic. In addition to their comedic quality, these dummies may be identified 
as figures of the uncanny, for we may infer that ‘some mechanical process is concealed 
beneath their appearance’.35 I mention the uncanny here as in Sigmund Freud’s 
interpretation artificial dolls are direct manifestations of its presence. Freud defines 
the uncanny as that which frightens us by being ‘long known to us, once very familiar’, 
now made strange by its resituation into the public sphere.36 Depicting oneself as a 
mannequin is a sure strategy to draw attention to the mechanical processes involved 
in translating one’s self to the page. Moreover, it draws attention to a crisis occurring 
in the boundary between the subject’s interior and exterior, as the narrator’s inner 
turmoil spills into a strange external representation. 

A phantom of the author appears in this scene, adapted first into the nameless 
narrator, and again into the dummy. The phantasm is that which ‘simultaneously 
holds the semblance of the missing subject and threatens the narrator’s subjectivity’, 
that is, their experience as an individual.37 The dummy’s apparition is followed by its 
immediate deconstruction, as the unsatisfied narrator proceeds to pull apart the ‘crude 
likeness’ of himself: 

The sheets of paper that had passed for my face were wrinkled and 
creased, but I carried them to the great central table where I had worked 
since midsummer. I sat down and tried to smooth the paper a little with 
my hands. And I stared for a long time at the pages, as though they were 
anything but blank. I even wrote on them – a few hesitant sentences – 
before I swept them to the floor and went on with my work.38

Figure 1. ‘The Librarian’39 

35  Sigmund Freud, ‘The Uncanny’, The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works 
of Sigmund Freud, vol. 17, trans. Alix Strachey (New York: WW Norton & Co. Inc., 1919), 4. 
36  Freud, ‘The Uncanny’, 1-2. 
37  Stockton, ‘Tracing Phantasms’, 130.
38  Murnane, The Plains, 101.
39  Giuseppe Arcimboldo, The Librarian, 1566, Oil on canvas, 97 cm x 71 cm, Skokloster, 
Image Source: Wikipedia Commons.
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Through the acts of making and unmaking a copy of the self, the narrator is 
‘symbolically undone and discarded’.40 His act of reassembling that which remains 
of his body provides time and space for assembling his speech. The wrinkled paper 
speaks gently about the ungrounded narrator’s relation to his body, broken down as 
it is into pages. In terms of the meanings this scene might evoke, I note: bodies are 
symbolically sites upon which public concerns are signified.41 They can be depicted 
to work through broader individual or cultural concerns, such as loss of identity. The 
scene is, characteristically, an intimate yet detached moment of narration. 

The Eye (The Plains)

In The Plains, the unnamed narrator mirrors Murnane’s subtle annihilation of the 
self – a destruction that is implicit from the outset in his namelessness – with his 
unusual actions. On the very last page of the novel, the narrator photographs his own 
iris, producing an image of darkness where the self should be. Murnane writes the 
following:

And so, on those darkening afternoons, at those scenes whose scenery 
seemed more often pointed at than observed, whenever the camera in my 
hand put me in mind of some young woman who might see me years 
afterwards as a man who saw further than others, I would always ask my 
patron at last to record the moment when I lifted my own camera to my 
face and stood with my eye pressed against the lens and my finger poised 
as if to expose to the film in its dark chamber the darkness that was the 
only visible sign of whatever I saw beyond myself.42 

Here the filmmaker narrator’s apparent quest in the narrative is to inspect his own 
visual standpoint. In doing so, he interrogates and humours the mechanisms that he 
uses to locate himself spatially. This scene’s solipsistic gesture – akin to the speeches of 
Satan in John Milton’s 1667 Paradise Lost – compounds an overall sense of ‘unsettling 
interiority’ in the narrative.43 We are left wondering whether the events of the novel 
were nothing more than a mere ‘reverie’ that has possibly taken ‘up no more than a 
few seconds – in that man’s mind’.44 The narrator ‘ends his journey at the point of his 
annihilation’: instead of a traditional portrait, he would photograph only the darkness 
inside his own iris.45 It would appear as though the narrator ‘sees, therefore he is’; 
with nothing beyond himself but darkness, the subject is left exposed. I see a certain 
playful irony in a literary adaptation that absorbs its author, ending at the point of his 
disappearance into darkness. 

There are other ways in which Murnane metaphorically plays out the proverbial 
death of the author, tongue in cheek. In Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs, Murnane’s narrator 
ultimately and repeatedly loses the distinction between his body and land. Here the 
narrator loses the ability to pinpoint his location within a city of which Murnane 
should be familiar:

I was somehow within the city, equidistant from every point in it, as though 
each place I had admired or guessed at when I saw it in the sunlight was 
now pressing against the outer wall of the theatre; or as though the map I 
had lately thought of as outspread was now shaped like the rings of Saturn 
encircling me in the darkness.46

40  Stockton, ‘Tracing Phantasms’, 130.
41  Lisa Hinrichsen, Possessing the Past: Trauma, Imagination, and Memory in Post-Plantation 
Southern Literature (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2015), 115.
42  Murnane, The Plains, p. 174. 
43  Imre Salusinszky, Gerald Murnane (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1993), 57. 
44  Salusinszky, Gerald Murnane, 57. 
45  Stockton, ‘Tracing Phantasms’, 129.
46  Murnane, Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs, 14. 
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This theatre in Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs, too, has an interior that resembles the total 
inside of the mind where images are projected in the dark. Within this space, the body 
of the narrator is suspended without a clear sense of time, as if floating in a vault. 
Readers of the above passage may be reminded, of course, of the conclusion of The 
Plains, through the shared theme of darkness encroaching upon the narrator. In this 
way, Murnane’s constructions and deconstructions of the self echo throughout his 
oeuvre. We learn his individualised symbols for adaptations of the self. The narrator is 
consistently a cartographer, lost in space – a continuity that produces a sense that they 
are a single entity throughout the novels. 

Memory, Vision, and Haunting?

Images from the mind of an author bring narration to lived experiences and memories; 
these phantasms (like the disembodied moustache in Invisible Yet Enduring Lilacs) also 
test our systems for making sense of self. Phantasms, as they appear in the novels, create 
an uncanny feeling of something estranged that continues to haunt the narrative. These 
common symbols hold the benefit of helping the reader to consider the mnemonic 
objects frequently depicted in Murnane’s stories as a series of ‘outward projection of 
what is repressed’ in one’s own ‘interior’.47 By observing these symbols we may learn 
about how to remember: through recollections of place, through mapping, and through 
creative experiments (such as looking through coloured glass, or the construction of a 
mannequin). Murnane’s process of picturing the self – broken into parts, or at one with 
the landscape – invites this inspection of our ways of seeing and systems of knowing.

47  Peter Schwenger, The Tears of Things: Melancholy and Physical Objects (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2006), 8. 
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