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This study provides an engaging and persuasive exploration of the myths and realities of 
“Sydney’s connection to its waterway” through a close examination of five novels from the 
1930s and 40s written by female authors (7). Each chapter offers a case study that considers 
how these novels explore the complexities of urban modernity alongside a wide range of 
literary, cultural and social “currents” of the interwar period. Across this study as a whole, Meg 
Brayshaw eloquently argues for the value of more regional or localised studies of modernism 
that facilitate understandings of modernity “as a phenomenon that is both situated and 
transcalar, conceptual and embodied” (15). 

The central focus on Sydney’s waterway allows Brayshaw to deeply engage with many 
of the key issues of this period such as urban development and regeneration projects, 
cosmopolitanism, new scientific theories, and the “complex debts of capitalism” (10). While 
several of the novelists under discussion in this study acknowledge and engage with early 
colonial violence and the illegitimacy of empire, it is much harder to locate engagements with 
the growing Aboriginal political activism movements of their present. As Brayshaw incisively 
notes, where Aboriginal people are referenced (if at all) “they are a sign of settler modernity’s 
failures and a possible source of philosophic wisdom to inspire a better future, but never a 
participant in it” (22–23). This study also traces a rich vein of eco-critical thinking through 
many of these novels that touches upon issues of land misuse, environmental harm, and the 
need to restructure and rethink the relations between settlers and their natural environment. 

The novels are discussed in chronological order, and Christina Stead’s Seven Poor Men 
of Sydney (1934) fittingly opens this study to explore Sydney’s transition from provincialism 
to urban modernity through the novel’s representations of modernity’s origins and potential 
futures. Although Seven Poor Men’s largely regressive character trajectories present a 
mournful tale of unfulfilled hopes for a revolutionised future, Brayshaw highlights how the 
novel’s “aqueous dynamics” (42) create space for “a new mode of narration, a boldly modernist 
vision of what is possible in Australian urban fiction” (67). She argues specifically for an 
“estuarine” understanding of Stead’s Sydney, to consider how its waterway helps “generate 
and structure modernist narration” within the novel (41, 38). The estuary is understood here as 
“both open and closed, a transition zone subject to both oceanic and riverine influences, where 
the past remains active as sediment and silt carried by the tides” (41). These aqueous dynamics 
are elegantly traced within the novel as a series of blockages and flows, where competing 
representations of submersion and elevation mirror the novel’s own “unsteady mix of hope and 
despair” (41). 

In contrast with Stead’s utilisation of an “aqueous dialetics” of blockage and flow, 
Brayshaw traces the “tides and waves” that threaten to overwhelm the leading characters of 
Dymphna Cusack’s Jungfrau (1936) in the second chapter (73–74). Cusack’s characters 
endeavour to navigate the “wild tides” of their contemporary existence, and Brayshaw focuses 
on Cusack’s attempts to realistically represent the lives of modern urban women with an 
emphasis on “relationships and sexuality, and bodily and intellectual autonomy in a social 
milieu that has not yet evolved to reflect new values for living” (73). Similar to the novels by 
Eleanor Dark and Kylie Tennant discussed later in the study, emphasis is also placed on the 
“role of community and cooperation as methods for living in urban modernity” (99). 

Jungfrau is a self-consciously modern novel, presenting a highly literate, sophisticated 
world deeply interested in contemporary ideas. For Brayshaw, this is where the novel’s 



modernity lies: “in its ambitious attempt to confront the base problems of living by writing 
modern science and modern women together” (77). In one of this chapter’s most innovative 
sections, Brayshaw considers the novel in relation to J. W. Dunne’s theory of “serialism” and 
Arthur Eddington’s “mystic physics.” She explores how Cusack utilises the form of the novel 
to reflect on a theory, utilise it aesthetically, and then “challeng[e] it in the light of her 
determination to reflect the truth of female experience” (95). As Brayshaw reminds us, this 
novel offers an extended analysis of modernist literature before these topics were widely 
engaged with in Australia. Cusack’s strength lies in her ability to weave such complex theory 
into a middlebrow plot, and her belief that the modern urban novel “can be about both the social 
relations of young women and the fundamental principles of quantum physics” (102). 
Nevertheless, the novel’s bleak ending suggests that such theories and systems of thought 
remain incapable of fully accounting for the complexities of the modern urban woman’s 
experience.  

In her examination of Eleanor Dark’s Waterway (1938), Brayshaw explores the 
competing “tides” of modernity and history within the novel and the hydrological cycles and 
narrative fluidity “produced by Dark’s free indirect discourse and constant shifts in perspective” 
(106). Brayshaw outlines how this porousness in perspective and time creates a sense of multi-
temporality, utilising Ross Gibson’s theory of “aqueous aesthetics” to consider how Waterway 
could be read as a “changescape” that “models and responds to the dynamic relation of natural, 
social and psychological forms in the technological domain of the modern city” (108). 

Perhaps one of the most engaging aspects of this chapter is Brayshaw’s purposeful 
invocation of vitalist thinking to explore how the novel might be read as an example of “vital 
entanglement” (110). Recent environmental humanities scholarship has attempted to 
recuperate certain aspects of vitalist philosophy from their association with eugenics and 
Nazism. While Brayshaw’s reading highlights Waterway’s “eco-ethical agenda” she also warns 
that the novel cannot be separated from the philosophical context of Dark’s own time. 
Waterway still “betrays the influence of eugenic thinking” (110, 111), particularly in relation 
to the ferry wreck that serves as the novel’s culmination. Brayshaw is similarly critical of 
Dark’s engagement with Aboriginal peoples, emphasising that although the novel 
acknowledges the “fissure of colonial violence in Australian settler modernity,” Dark “cannot 
incorporate restitution or reparation into her ethical model” (110). More nuanced are Dark’s 
interests in eco-ethics, which Brayshaw traces though representations of Moreton Bay Figs in 
the novel, which serve as “conduit[s] to alternate histories and ways of being that linger, quite 
literally, just below the city’s surface” (119). For Brayshaw, the persistence of these trees 
within the built environment of the city allows Dark to interrogate and unsettle narratives of 
urban modernity and progress.  

Although the large-scale urban revitalisation projects of the interwar period are briefly 
referenced elsewhere in Waterway, they come to the fore in this study’s examination of Kylie 
Tennant’s Foveaux (1939). Tennant’s exploration of the uneven development of Sydney’s 
water infrastructure facilitates an extended engagement with class and power dynamics, and 
Brayshaw articulates how the “very real inequalities” embedded in this novel set it apart from 
the other novels under discussion in this study (139). Foveaux offers a tale of urban renewal 
from the perspective of some of Sydney’s poorest residents, and Brayshaw repeatedly draws 
attention to the ways in which the “intervention of working-class lives can subtly undermine 
dominant definitions of progress in urban modernity” (144). 

Foveaux is divided into a five-part structure that mirrors a hydrological cycle. It takes 
us from the “Ebb Tide” to “Full Tide,” before “The Surf” picks up, causing widespread 
disruption during the Depression. Nevertheless, a few of the fictional suburb’s residents are 
able to take refuge on “The Rocks.” One of the most persuasive sections of this chapter outlines 
how the tension between this highly structured outer frame and the “multivalent, discordant 
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narratives” they contain reflects the novel’s larger “challenge[s] to socio-spatial hierarchies 
and the grand narratives of urban planning” (143). Brayshaw takes exception to the broader 
critical consensus on Tennant’s writing abilities, which praises her journalistic accuracy but 
“minimises her creative and conceptual capacities” (143). Instead she argues that Tennant’s 
writing style and form can more productively be read “in the context of the novel’s questioning 
of teleological progress and celebration of the adaptive and improvisatory strategies of the 
urban poor” (143). 

The last novel in this study is centred less on the presence of water, than on its absence. 
M. Barnard Eldershaw’s Tomorrow and Tomorrow and Tomorrow (1947) chronicles the end
of Sydney, exploring the totalising forces of war, capitalism, and environmental degradation
(175). The Sydney of this novel is suffering from extended drought and clogged by dust and
smoke from bush fires. When Sydney’s harbour is referenced within the novel, it is with an
awareness that it serves as one of the city’s biggest liabilities, leaving its inhabitants vulnerable
to marine attack during wartime. However, as Brayshaw reminds us, the city finally falls
because of fires lit within the city, rather than enemy bombs, serving as the climax to novel’s
extended “indictment of settler modernity’s environmental failings” (196). Brayshaw reads the
novel through the lens of Paul Saint-Amour’s theories of “encyclopedic modernism” to
consider how “projects of synoptic representation” are at once “necessary and impossible”
(185–86). Thus the novel’s “urge towards synopsis and diagnosis is clear, but the impulse is
routinely undermined by reflexive introspection about writers and the novel form, and by the
stylistic and structural inconsistencies brought on by the book’s impossible aspirations” (176).

Each of these authors offers a version of Australian urban modernity that is “not settled, 
but slippery and silted” (29). Throughout this study, modernity and meaning are productively 
interrogated in these five novels of the interwar period to trace “an orientation to the world that 
is fluid, relational and responsive,” but these new possibilities remain constantly at risk of 
“obstruction or blockage” (206). As Brayshaw outlines in her conclusion, each of these writers’ 
engagements with Sydney as a city “built on water” results in novels whose dynamic 
engagements with multiple viewpoints and temporalities create space for new readings that 
resist neat closure and containment at their close (20). These authors instead “infuse 
modernity’s spaces and processes with productively estuarine qualities of changeability and 
circulation, unsettlement and opacity” (25). This study is a valuable read for scholars interested 
in urban modernity, those interested in interwar novelists, and those keen to expand and 
redefine their understanding of how we might productively trace hydrological patterns and 
settlers’ relations to their environs (both natural and man-made) in fictional texts. 
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