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INTRODUCTION :

his paper aims to clarify that Voss is partly an 
endeavor to rediscover the position of woman Tin Australian colonial history, which has been 

predominantly told and written from a masculine 
point of view. One may point out that the narrative of 
the expedition phase excludes female existence 
except for dream communion between Voss and 
Laura. However, it will be shown in the following pages 
that Laura’s role throughout the text is not at all 
secondary, but primary. In fact, she is the one who sets 
the goal of Voss’s journey; survives a mental crisis, 
which is the equivalent of Voss’s physical affliction; and 
conveys her discovery to the Sydney society. 

Furthermore, her metaphysical theory manipulates the reader’s understanding of Voss’s expedition. 
At the end of this paper, we will discuss why the focus of the narrative is centred upon Voss and what 
the effect is.

Australian Literature ,Patrick White’s Voss ,colonial history.

Voss (1958), Patrick White’s fifth novel, is arguably the highest achievement in the middle 
phase of his writing career. First published in the US and UK, the book has now been translated into 
fifteen languages, including Japanese and Chinese. Winning the Miles Franklin Award with Voss, White 
firmly established his reputation in Australia as well as overseas.   In Voss, set in the middle of the 
nineteenth century, the German explorer Johann Ulrich Voss endeavors to cross the Australian 
continent with a party of men with diverse backgrounds and professions. At the end of the exploration, 
he is decapitated by an indigenous boy in the middle of his project, but the story goes on to narrate the 
after-math of his death. It is true that Voss is a historical novel in appearance, inspired by the journals 
and contemporary accounts of actual explorers of the nineteenth century.  On the other hand, an 
allegorical reading of the text has been dominant among critics, regarding Voss’s journey as an 
exploration of the psyche of modern man. Yasue Arimitsu argues that White sums up his “ontological 
pursuit as an Australian as well as European living in the twentieth century” (62), which comprise the 
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primary theme of his early oeuvre. The writer throws the modern ego established in the Western world 
into his creation of the mythical Australian interior, and suggests its inefficacy and the possibility of 
transformation in the face of a whole new geo-graphic and climatic entity. Indeed, it is easy to find 
Faustian aspiration for knowledge and its failure in the megalomaniac protagonist, as James McAuley 
correctly places Voss in the affiliation of “German Romanticism” (41). Furthermore, it is no coincidence 
that the protagonist is of German origin, for White projected Adolf Hitler upon the failed conqueror as 
widely known today through his essay (White, “The Prodigal Son” 23).

Behind the epic grandeur narrated in his symbolic style, the writer carefully depicts alternative 
modes of human existence and relations. Besides its socio-historical significance, the text embodies the 
dialogical process of self-discovery performed in the mind, which best describes Voss’s relation with his 
female counterpart, Laura Trevelyan, a niece of a sponsor of the expedition.  

Early critics often devoted themselves to the study of Christian symbolism, which abounds in the 
text, and their analyses contributed to elucidating its complex metaphysical development. Patrick White 
is indeed a religious writer; however, it is erroneous to regard him as a Christian mystic; Geoffrey Dutton 
flatly refuses such a claim: “White has simply used Christian symbols to help him in his exploration of the 
nature of man [...]” (25-26). In reading Voss, we find that the clairvoyant communion between Voss and 
Laura over a great physical distance has been a subject of discussion; by temporarily putting aside mystic 
arguments, we will discover what the writer embedded in the text, that is, female instinct and insight to 
counter the masculine urge to conquer, which drove “civilised” Western nations to colonialism.   

Significantly, the novel begins with Laura Trevelyan receiving an uninformed visit from a stranger, 
who turns out to be Voss, on a Sunday morning in the house of Mr. Bonner, a successful Sydney merchant 
and a primary sponsor of Voss’s expedition. Skeptic Laura is staying home alone with a servant while 
other family members attend morning church services. Their conversation gradually reveals Laura’s 
ambiguous position in the family: born in England, she was left to the custody of her uncle Bonner in 
Australia as an infant upon her parents’ death. As a result, she cannot convince herself of her British line-
age or her position in the colonial society of Sydney. Unlike the conceited Bonners, who never doubt 
their authentic existence in the settler colony endorsed by their material success, her marginality has a 
potential to reassess the validity of European occupation of the country. If Voss represents the modern 
Western ego, Laura’s position in her foster family acutely reminds the reader of the adoptive position of 
colonial Australia in its relation with Britain.

The servant Rose Portion, an ex-convict, announces Voss’s arrival to Laura, referring to him as “a 
kind of foreign man.”3 Thus, at his first appearance in the text, his foreignness is impressed upon the 
reader. Because of his shabby appearance, German accent and determination to be unwedded to social 
conventions, Voss is explicitly regarded as a stranger by Sydney residents who are mostly of British 
descent. It is immediately clear from this opening that Laura and Voss share otherness in common. In the 
course of their conversation, in an attempt to disguise her vague fear of the Australian continent about 
which she has little understanding, Laura wears the mask of a submissive woman and tries to flatter 
Voss’s masculine pride:

“A pity that you huddle,” said the German. “Your country is of great subtlety.”
With rough persistence he accused her of the superficiality which she herself suspected. At 

times she could hear her own voice. She was also afraid of the country which, for lack of any other, she 
supposed was hers. But this fear, like certain dreams, was something to which she would never have 
admitted. 

“Oh, I know I am ignorant,” Laura Trevelyan laughed. “Women are, and men invariably m a ke  i t  

An Adopted Child
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clear to them.” (11)
At this stage, she is wearing the persona of a conventional woman, suppressing her inquisitive 

nature in accordance with social codes, which is a means to get along with materialistic Bonner, who by 
and large represents the colonial society. Furthermore, she disguises unspoken fears for the uncharted 
centre of the cortinent, which is shared among white Australians.

On the occasion of a party organized by the Bonners to celebrate the enterprise and departure of 
the expedition, Laura and Voss shed their decorum in the garden and vehemently dispute the issue of 
faith, which betrays their undisguised selves and determines the course of their relationship. The 
garden, which is a border of the public and the personal, is a place of exposure for White’s female 
protagonists. It is a window to their psyche and invites the voyeuristic gaze of male protagonists. 
Decorated with camellia and bamboo bushes, the Bonner’s garden is presented as a jardin exotique, 
foreign to the native soil, thus a suitable location for the couple feeling alien to Sydney society, and 
simultaneously a jardin théâtral where they enact their psycho-logical drama.  Laura claims that her 
instinct, which she believes is a superior faculty of women, enables her to “enter into the minds of most 
men” (86), using an entomological metaphor: “An advantage we insect women enjoy is that we have 
endless opportunity to indulge the imagination as we go backwards and forwards in the hive.” The text 
suggests that insight and imagination are other paths to reach the secret of the mind as well as of the 
country as opposed to a “scientific” approach that Voss’s party adopts. There is an ornithologist in his 
party and Voss himself was a medical student. Besides, cartographic devices play crucial roles in the 
development of the plot. For instance, the lost compass signifies the wandering consciousness of the 
Western men in alien environments and causes the dissolution of the party into the visionaries and the 
practical. The explorers drag Western civilization all the way to the central desert, so to speak. On the 
other hand, “imagination” gives us a hint in interpreting Laura’s clairvoyance during the expedition 
phase: it is possible to argue that the journey itself takes place in her mind to some degree, as a result of 
her internalisation of her mirror-image, Voss. Shedding light on the psychological aspect of the 
expedition, the following design emerges: the feminine self orientates the masculine self at a loss. This 
may have some relevance to White’s sexual identity, who attributes his artistic gift to the feminine 
dimension in him. In consideration that Voss embodies the inflated ego of an artist, it is also possible to 
say that he listens to a woman in him to be led towards the realm of the unknown. Although Voss shows 
an aversion to female flesh at first, afraid of contaminating his masculine self, he meekly obeys Laura’s 
spiritual guidance and is “humbled” in the end. This pattern that the masculine ego surrenders to the 
actual/internal woman continues till White’s last novel in which, David Tacey argues, the writer 
psychologically assimilates into a mother archetype.

Laura’s role as an interpreter of Voss’s journey has been repeated by many critics, but she seems 
to play a more active role than that. The text depicts the aftermath of Voss’s death in the remaining three 
sections. Towards the end, Laura, now a headmistress, speaks about the meaning of Voss’s journey at a 
party to the select members of Sydney society who are willing to explore the unknown territory of their 
minds: “knowledge was never a matter of geography. Quite a reverse, it overflows all maps that exist. 
Perhaps true knowledge only comes of death by torture in the country of the mind” (446). Brandy 
contends: “in giving her the last word, White shows his concern to translate the highly charged symbolic 
world he has created back into terms of human significance [...]” (31). To complement her observation, 
the knowledge that Laura conveys chiefly derives from her self-reflective interlocution with the 

Laura as a Victor of the Expedition –

History, Myth and Woman’s Story

Available online at www.lsrj.in
3

FEMINISM IN PATRICK WHITE’S VOSS : COLONIAL PERSPECTIVES FROM AUSTRALIAN LITERATURE



imaginary Voss in her mind rather than from her actual acquaintanceship with him, as she admits to 
Captain Hebden, the organizer of the rescue party for Voss’s expedition, that she hardly knew Voss at the 
factual level. Earlier on the occasion of their dispute in the Bonner’s garden, she reads aloud her version 
of Voss which her “imagination” created: “as she read, or spoke, it became obvious to both that she had 
begun to compile her record from the first moment of their becoming acquainted” (87). I argue that 
Laura is rather an imaginative writer and her final remarks are part of her narrative of Voss.  

While Voss is away in the desert, Bonner’s maid, Rose, gives birth to an illegitimate child. Laura 
names the girl Mercy and adopts her after the mother’s death by childbirth. Dutton and Tacey regard 
Mercy as an unnecessary addendum to the Voss/Laura relationship,10 but her involvement in the 
narrative is rather meaningful in considering White’s view of family and the thematic development of his 
later fic-tion. Laura thinks of Mercy as a “visible token of the love” (236) of her “true marriage” (217) 
with Voss. It is known that Laura imagines an alternative family based on asexual and genetically-
unrelated ties, which could substitute, in her mind, the normative status of a biologi-cal family. The fact 
that the motif of adoption recurs across two gener-ations draws our attention. White’s fictional families 
reflect his equiv-ocal feeling towards his own. While he rejects genetically-related fami-ly as a chance 
assembly of dissimilar souls, he constantly yearns for one to substitute it. From a biographical point of 
view, as a homosexu-al and spiritual outcast in his own family, White cannot depict a nor-mative, 
heterosexual family as a solid basis of identity for his outcast protagonists. As a result, whatever his 
intention was, White was able to depict partnership, which transcends conventional matrimonial 
bonds.11 From a sociohistorical point of view, he equates the psycholog-ical position of European 
Australians who hold a latent anxiety for the lack of authenticity with that of an adopted child. 
Australians of Anglo-Celtic origin in particular have been excruciated by the histori-cal fact that colonial 
Australia started as penal colonies and their lack of faith in their origin was fostered by the great 
geographical distance from Britain and alien environments of the new continent.

Focusing on Laura, it becomes clear that Voss is essentially a narra-tive of woman’s 
independence, where a female protagonist struggles to win spiritual and physical independence from a 
patriarchal family. Laura at first appears as a self-sufficient but superficial person who is submissive to 
her materialistic foster uncle. Then, she manages to depart Bonner’s world of apparent safety through 
her spiritual involvement with Voss, who encourages her to face her true self with his relentless search 
for the infinite, and eventually achieves economic independence as a school teacher, then 
headmistress. It is no wonder that little attention has been paid to this aspect of the novel, mainly 
because readers and critics are mesmerised by the epic grandeur of Voss’s expedition, just as Voss 
hypnotises his party members. Even so, there are a few critics who refer to Laura’s principal role in the 
text. For example, Brandy stresses her view that Laura embodies “an absolute value” of the novel (23), 
and John Beston observes: “Laura is a dominating character, she nevertheless does not succeed in 
shifting the focus away from Voss to herself” (112).  As Beston points out, White manipulates the 
reader’s focus away from his female protagonist. In fact, the urban life of Laura decorated with sociality 
lacks intense physical struggles with harsh terrain and climate, threats from native tribes and violent 
deaths which Voss undergoes, even though her psychological experience to look into the abyss of the 
mind is as lethal as physical risks, as is externalised by her delirium when it reaches its climax towards the 
end of Voss’s expedition. Furthermore, the writer depicts Laura as the same priggish woman in the post-
expedition part of the narrative, which makes it hard for the reader to sympathise with her. White even 
changes his styles between the two poles of lives, and the expedition part appears more “literary,” filled 
with metaphors, symbols and allusions to preceding literature.  Then, what does such manipulation 
signify? I argue that the text itself mimics the fallacy of the “official” history of colonization, which covers 
up female contributions behind the “grand” endeavors of men. Two years after the explorers were lost, 
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Voss is publicly celebrated with his monument raised: “[Voss] was hung with garlands of rarest 
newspaper prose. They would write about him in the history books. The wrinkle of his solid, bronze 
trousers could afford to ignore the passage of time” (440). He is thus turned into a legendary as well as 
historical figure to satisfy the public need of a national hero and myth. Although aware of fictitiousness 
of the event, Laura is ready to accept it in order to keep her personal experience intact.

Our examination leads to the conclusion that Laura plays a leading role in her relation with Voss 
throughout the narrative in that she determines the goal of his psychological exploration and transmits 
its meaning to other members of society, but her superior status is disguised by White’s manipulation of 
focus. By doing so, the writer reenacted the process in which women’s stories is buried in men’s 
history/myth making.  Australia as a Western nation appears to have been established upon a masculine 
paradigm, as its history is adorned by conquest, settlement and exploration into the uncharted territory. 
White took up the motif of expedition, a most characteristic phase of the masculine tradition, and 
disclosed a feminine instinct inherent in homo-social society. Furthermore, he suggests the role of 
women in charting the nation. Geographical ‘conquest’ of the continent may be outwardly carried out 
by men, but the creative instinct of women, acquiring knowledge which “overflows all maps,” may also 
contribute for Europeans to spiritually assimilate into their adopted country.
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