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Abstract 

Mid-century non-Indigenous visitors to Central Australia such as the naturalist Hedley 

Finlayson (author of The Red Centre, 1935) and the journalist-cum-conservationist Arthur 

Groom (author of I Saw a Strange Land, 1950) wrote popular works that overturned 

prejudices about a “dead heart” and encouraged subsequent visitors and tourists. Yet they 

were often unsettled by eerie sounds. This article uses Mark Fisher’s notion of eeriness, as 
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well as literature on the uncanny, to theorise the ambiguous sonic eerie. In particular, I show 

how, in the Australian settler-colonial context, the sonic eerie can prompt an unhomeliness 

that presences Indigenous dispossession or environmental degradation. In this way, it can 

undermine feelings of wonder and emplacement that other senses, including eyesight, might 

impart. But sonic eeriness need not always develop in that way, and it is often transient in its 

effects, even asthough it . Nevertheless it can result incause echoes. While Finlayson and 

Groom overcame their unsettlement, part of the power that eeriness possesses is in the way in 

which those who read about it can also be affected by it. In these after-effects, we can still 

hear Indigenous claims to land being made, and the ghostly echoes of climate change. 

 

Keywords: the uncanny; acoustic history; sound studies; travel literature; settler colonialism 

 

 

 

Introduction 

In his 1950 travelogue, I Saw a Strange Land, the journalist and conservationist Arthur 

Groom related several occasions on which he was somewhat quitedecidedly perturbed by the 

sounds of Central Australia, be they an eerie “rushing by of all life and death” as the wind 

blew in the trees near Udepata (Ellery Creek Big Hole), or Indigenous people’s “blood-

curdling yell[ing]” between the domes at Kata-Tjuta.1  Even so, Groom’s book played an 

important part in the continued colonisation of Central Australia, “trans form[ing] the 

perception of … arid zones from forbidding and desolate wastelands into popular and 

accessible tourist destinations”.2  He was not alone. The naturalist H. H. Finlayson, who 

                                                    
1 Arthur Groom, I Saw a Strange Land: Journeys  in Central Australia (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 

1950), 48, 173. 
2 Tom Lynch, “Strange Lands: The Lexicon of Settler-Colonial Landscapes in Charles  Fletcher 

Lummis’s  and Arthur Groom’s  Portrayals  of the American West and the Australian Outback,” 

https://search.lib.uts.edu.au/discovery/fulldisplay?docid=oxford10.1093/isle/isv070&context=PC&vid=61UTS_INST:61UTS&lang=en&adaptor=Primo%20Central&tab=Everything&query=any,contains,groom%20strange%20land
https://search.lib.uts.edu.au/discovery/fulldisplay?docid=oxford10.1093/isle/isv070&context=PC&vid=61UTS_INST:61UTS&lang=en&adaptor=Primo%20Central&tab=Everything&query=any,contains,groom%20strange%20land
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visited the Centre a decade earlier, was likewise unsettled by “unbelievabl[e] still[ness]” and 

a haunting “voice of the sea” in the Central Australian mountain ranges.3  Yet his own 

bestseller, The Red Centre (1935), likewise laid the foundations for many non-Indigenous 

Australians ’ positive re-evaluation of Central Australia.4  These books live on, too, as do some 

of their sonic tropes. Writers such as Barry Hill and Nicolas Rothwell have been significantly 

inspired by Finlayson and Groom.5  Groom’s book was also reprinted in a Text Classics series 

in 2015.6  

In this article, I “listen” to these two travelogues, and to their echoing effects on both 

Rothwell and me. I do so to contribute to an acoustic history of Central Australia. The texts 

identify that hearing played a significant role in how their authors engaged with place. Their 

hearing was “acoustemological” in that it guided their way of knowing and being in the 

world.7  Eeriness was a salient sonic mood by the middle of the 20th century, and it 

undermined some of the panoramic wonder that Groom’s and Finlayson’s eyesight conveyed. 

This was a period in which more non-Indigenous people travelled to Central Australia, taking 

advantage of improved infrastructure such as the rail head to Alice Springs, as well as motor 

vehicles and planes. Many were city-dwelling journalists who were involved in larger debates 

about whether these regions could and should be more densely settled, a question raised with 

increasing anxiety in the lead-up to the Second World War. As a whole, however, there was 

                                                    
Interdisciplinary Studies  in Literature and Environment 22, no. 4 (2015): 697–716, 698. See also 

Barry Hill, The Rock: Travelling to Uluru (St Leonards: Allen & Unwin, 1995), 85, and Robyn 

Davidson, introduction to Arthur Groom, I Saw a Strange Land: Journeys in Central Aus tralia 

(M elbourne: Text C lassics , 2015), vii–xiii, x. 
3 H. H. Finlayson, The Red Centre: Man and Beast in the Heart of Aus tralia (Sydney: Angus & 

Robertson, 1935), 26, 27. 
4 James Goulding, Centralian Tourism: The Early Years (North Melbourne: Australian Scholarly 

Publishing, 2016), 153.  
5 Hill, The Rock; Nicolas  Rothwell, The Red Highway (Melbourne: Black Inc., 2009), 147–58. 
6 Groom, I Saw a Strange Land (2015). 
7 Steven Feld, “Waterfalls  of Song: An Acoustemology of Place Resounding in Bosavi, Papua New 

Guinea,” in Senses of Place, ed. Steven Feld and K. H. Basso (Santa Fe: School of American 

Research Press , 1996), 91–136. 
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some ambivalence about the prospects of larger-scale white settlement, given the perceived 

harshness of the environment and earlier failures.8  Sonic eeriness, as theorised by Mark 

Fisher, and as mediated via acoustic tropes familiar from Gothic literature, could play on and 

express uncertainty about the possibility of settler-colonial human agency in this setting. 

When it touched on Indigenous presence and their secret-sacred, especially when brokered by 

Indigenous people themselves, eeriness could also slide into an uncanny unhomeliness that 

non-Indigenous people could feel in the symbolic centre of Australia. Nevertheless, 

Finlayson and Groom could push away the unsettling affect. 

The texts are not fixed in a historical moment, though; they can generate subsequent 

effects. One feature of moods such as eeriness is that they persist and can influence those 

who read about them. Theorists argue that the very naming of something as eerie or uncanny 

gives rise to its own unsettling reverberations.9  Later readers “can only guess what [a 

description of an uncanny sound] sounds like in its actualised form; and [their] personal 

spectres will interfere with [their] frantic guessing”.1 0  The theme of Indigenous sovereignty 

that began to unsettle Groom at the time, in the context of an assumed terra nullius and more 

expansionist state of affairs, resonates even more clearly today after what Bain Attwood has 

called an “Aboriginal Turn”, involving more widespread discussion of frontier history since 

the 1970s, the Mabo and Wik native title judgements of the 1990s, and a concomitant 

questioning of non-Indigenous Australians ’ sense of place.1 1  The same can be said of 

Finlayson’s theme of environmental change, when the effects of climate change and mass 

                                                    
8 Russell McGregor, “Excursions through Emptiness: Inte rwar Travel Writing on Northern Australia,” 

Journal of Australian Studies 41, no. 4 (2017): 421–34. See also Margriet Bonnin, “A Study of 

Australian Descriptive and Travel Writing, 1929–1945” (PhD thesis , The University of Queensland, 

1980). 
9 Nicholas  Royle, The Uncanny (Manchester: Manchester Univers ity Press , 2003), 45. 
10 Isabella van Elfe ren, Gothic Mus ic: The Sounds of the Uncanny (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 

2012), 26. 
11 Bain Attwood, Telling the Truth about Aboriginal His tory (Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 

2005), 14. 
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extinction are widely, if not universally, accepted.1 2  However, the echoes of eeriness are 

unscripted. Finlayson’s work unsettled Nicolas Rothwell’s literary protagonist in The Red 

Highway (2009), but not to reflect directly on Indigenous tenure or climate change. 

 

Uncanniness, Eeriness and their Literary Mediation 

I begin with a caveat. I am primarily engaged with how non-Indigenous peoples were 

sonically unsettled. They intruded into areas with complex Indigenous sonic environments 

that include traditions of unsettlement by sounds such as bird calls associated with particular 

monsters.1 3  Finlayson and Groom, however, were not intrinsically interested in Indigenous 

soundscapes, nor were they equipped to do more than worry about them: they were listening 

with white ears, as it were. Amanda Harris has shown how mid-century non-Indigenous 

travellers needed to firs t develop an understanding of Indigenous culture before they could 

hear sense, order and significance in Indigenous music. Until then, the Indigenous 

soundscape was incomprehensible and largely impenetrable.1 4  But Indigenous sounds 

nonetheless have ways of unsettling non-Indigenous people. Chris Gibson has shown that 

non-Indigenous gatekeepers often perceive Indigenous popular music as not “sound[ing] 

right” and as “unsettl[ing]” a raft of expectations, including seeming binaries between the 

                                                    
12 On the increased attention to mass extinction in the context of climate change, see, for example, 

Thom van Dooren, “Extinction,” in Critical Terms for  Animal Studies, ed. Lori Gruen (Chicago: 

Univers ity of Chicago Press , 2018), 169–81, and Deborah Bird Rose, Thom van Dooren, and 

Matthew Chrulew, eds. Extinction Studies : Stories  of Time, Death and Generations (New York: 
Columbia Univers ity Press, 2017). 
13 See, for example, Yasmine M usharbash, “A Short Essay on M onsters , Birds  and Sounds of the 

Uncanny,” Semiotic Review 2 (2016): 1–11; Georgia Curran, “Bird/M onsters  and Contempora ry 

Social Fears  in the Central Desert of Australia,” in Mons ter  Anthropology: Ethnographic Explorations 

of Transforming Social Wor lds  through Mons ters, ed. Yasmine M usharbash and Geir Henning 

Presterudstuen (London: B loomsbury, 2019), 126–42. For more on sonic environment and hearing in 
Central Australian Indigenous communities , see also Petronella Vaarzon-M orel, “The Silence of the 

Donkeys: Sensorial Entanglements  between People and Animals  at Willowra and Beyond,” The 

Aus tralian Journal of Anthropology 3, no. 1 (2021): 114–31.  
14 Amanda Harris , “Hearing Aboriginal M usic Making in Non-Indigenous Accounts of the Bush from 

the M id-Twentieth Century,” in Circulating Cultures: Exchanges of Australian Indigenous Music, 

Dance and Media, ed. Amanda Harris  (Canberra: ANU Press, 2014), 73–97, 77. 
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traditional and contemporary.1 5  In his “sound geography”, Paul Carter also highlights the 

ambiguity of “sounds in between” in first contact and other situations, and how it unsettled 

more visual (aka imperial) approaches.1 6  

I take a different tack here to argue that the sonic eerie, as theorised by Mark Fisher, 

worked to unsettle these men. The eerie is not a standalone concept, however. It is a type of 

threshold to the uncanny. It is also mediated via literary tropes inherited from Gothic 

literature. Ken Gelder’s and Jane M. Jacobs’s landmark 1997 book, Uncanny Australia, has 

distinctly influenced local discussions of uncanniness, although its scope is actually quite 

narrow, contemplating only the contemporary uncanny effects on European-Australians of 

the Indigenous secret-sacred—that is, the “ritual or religious rites, songs, and objects that are 

strictly accessible, viewable or knowable to a specific group of people, based on clan 

membership, age, social standing, ritual expertise and gender”.1 7  Despite this limitation—and 

acknowledging that the secret-sacred is a more dynamic matter than they convey, the 

meaning and value of which has been and continues to be negotiated between Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people—we can apply Gelder’s and Jacobs ’s notion to these mid-century 

texts because Groom and Finlayson visited secret-sacred places, listened to them, and were 

occasionally made to feel unhomely by them.1 8  Gelder and Jacobs argue that the Indigenous 

secret-sacred solicits from European-Australian people an unsettled, productive engagement 

with ideas of place in a late settler colony—productive in that they are forced to confront 

uncomfortable ideas of being seemingly at home as well as radically not at home. Freud’s 

                                                    
15 Chris  Gibson, “Decolonizing the Production of Geographical Knowledges? Reflections  on Research 

with Indigenous Musicians ,” Geografiska Annaler : Series  B, Human Geography 88, no. 3 
(2006): 277–84.  
16 Paul Carter, The Sound in Between: Voice, Space, Performance (Kensington: Univers ity of New 

South Wales Press, 1992). 
17 Jason Gibson, “Dealing in the Sacred: Working with Culturally Restricted Collections ,” in 

Museums, Societies  and the Creation of Value, ed. Maria Nugent, Howard M orphy, and Robyn 
McKenzie (London: Routledge, 2021). Ken Gelder and Jane M. Jacobs, Uncanny Aus tralia: 

Sacredness and Identity in a Postcolonial Nation (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press , 1998). 
18 Gibson, “Dealing in the Sacred”. 
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1919 essay on the unheimlich strongly informs their thought.1 9  The German word revolves 

around Heim (home) and is semantically much richer than “uncanny”. It simultaneously 

connotes the homely and comfortable, heimlich, as well as the secret and unhomely, 

(un)heimlich. This depth and richness makes it suited for thinking about how the secret-

sacred threatens to irrupt and undermine white tenure, but is beyond the ken of non-

Indigenous people, and ontologically unsettling, too. In a different way, we can contemplate 

how an unfamiliar environment, and the notion of significant environmental change, might 

make a non-Indigenous person feel unhomely in a place such as Central Australia to which 

they feel an emotional, homely tie by virtue of its being the “heart of Australia” or otherwise. 

As a sonic concept, however, uncanniness is under-theorised by Freud, Gelder and 

Jacobs, or other authorities such as Nicholas Royle, who refers to it only in a few asides 

about silences, footsteps on the stairs, or creaking doors.2 0  Moreover, Finlayson and Groom 

often expressed disconcerting sounds in terms of eeriness, rather than uncanniness.2 1  Mark 

Fisher’s 2016 study of the eerie assists in understanding how it can operate.2 2  His notion 

diverges from classic ideas of uncanniness and illustrates how eeriness need not always 

proceed to fundamentally unsettle one’s sense of home. Whereas the Freudian uncanny 

“process[es] the outside through the gaps and impasses of the [repressed] inside”, the eerie 

primarily focuses on phenomena outside our ken.2 3  These represent hard-to-process failures 

of absence or of presence. A bird’s eerie cry is a failure of absence because it seems to be 

human where we know humans are absent; by contrast, we feel a failure of presence at 

                                                    
19 Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny,” in Penguin Freud Library, vol. 14, ed. Albert Dickson, trans . 

James Strachey (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1985), 335–76. 
20 Royle, The Uncanny, 50 (see footnotes  22 and 107, in particular).  
21 Gothic Mus ic by van Elfe ren is  an exception. Uncanny sounds are seldom contemplated in s tudies 

of fiction and even less so in works on film, and film mus ic, where the uncanny is routinely conflated 

with horror. There has  been some reflection on uncanny Indigenous soundscapes: see, for example, 
Musharbash, “A Short Essay on Monsters”. 
22 Mark Fisher, The Weird and the Eerie (London: Repeater Books, 2016). 
23 Fisher, The Weird and the Eerie, 10 (my emphasis  added). 
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Stonehenge, where there is a distinct presence, but we have insufficient knowledge of what it 

means, and why it is now eerily still. According to this approach, eeriness forces us to think 

about agency beyond our own. As opposed to the more trenchantly disconcerting ideas of the 

unheimlich and repression, there can be pleasure in the eerie, according to Fisher. This is not 

to say that the eerie and the uncanny are completely distinct—I argue that the sonic eerie can 

develop into full-blown unhomeliness, but that it does not always do so. 

We need to register that these men’s experience of eeriness was mediated by their 

“romantic sensibilities” and that they wrote for a market.2 4  Gothic fiction, including its 

Australian variant, involves durable sonic tropes, including “unworldly silence, aided by 

meteorological (wind, thunder, rain) or technical (rattling fences, hissing pipes) 

circumstances and announced by sounds that suggest presence (creaks, echoes, voices, 

music)”.2 5  We recognise some of these motifs in Groom’s and Finlayson’s writings. But their 

presence—even as cliché—does not necessarily defuse the effect on readers, given that 

excess is part of the Gothic mode. 

The fact that there can be a pleasure to the eerie and to consuming it within a literary 

tradition also raises questions about the quality of unsettlement or unhomeliness to which it 

might yield, both at the time and in subsequent readers. Indeed, Gelder’s and Jacobs’s notion 

has been criticised for being too sanguine, for positing the present day as post- (rather than 

still) colonial, overlooking continuing power differentials between settler Australians and 

Indigenous peoples, and neglecting to include Indigenous or other non-majoritarian voices.2 6  

In a later article revisiting the topic, Gelder himself observes how the idea of unsettlement 

                                                    
24 Rothwell, Red Highway, 147. See also Davidson, introduction, x. 
25 van Elfe ren, Gothic Music, 19. See also Gerry Turcotte, “Australian Gothic,” in The Handbook to 

Gothic Literature, ed. M . M ulvey Roberts  (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1998), 10–19. 
26 See, for example, Reetvinder Randhawa and Ben Wadham, “Uncanny Australia: A Critical 
Response,” Arena Magazine, 1 June 

1999, http://www.thefreelibrary.com/UNCANNY+AUSTRALIA%3a+A+CRITICAL+RESPONSE.-

a055010162. 

http://www.thefreelibrary.com/UNCANNY+AUSTRALIA%3a+A+CRITICAL+RESPONSE.-a055010162
http://www.thefreelibrary.com/UNCANNY+AUSTRALIA%3a+A+CRITICAL+RESPONSE.-a055010162
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has become commonplace, and in some cases has paradoxically enabled some forms of settler 

belonging in Australia.2 7  Ann Curthoys has also argued that when settler Australians 

expressed disquiet in a strange environment, they engaged in a type of victimology that saw 

them as victims of a hostile environment, neatly displacing the true victims of settler 

colonialism, namely Indigenous peoples.2 8  In my exposition of Finlayson’s and Groom’s 

texts and their subsequent echoes, I tease out the ambiguous consequences of disconcertion 

by eeriness and nascent unhomeliness. 

 

Introducing the Lone Male Lis teners 

Although their biographical details differ, Groom and Finlayson were of a type. They were 

part of that group of travel and “descriptive” writers—most of them men—for whom a 

publishing market opened up in the wake of the Depression, continued until 1945, and 

persisted after the Second World War as well. They wrote about remote parts of Australia in 

particular. Canon-makers have traditionally excluded these works from consideration as high 

literature, but they were extremely popular, and they spoke variously to a thirst for “facts” 

and authority after the disillusionment of the Depression, to a desire to better know one’s 

country in a nationalist era, and to engage in debates about underpopulation and the future of 

the country.2 9  Meaghan Morris suggests that their popular approach was “panoramic” and 

that it anticipated the television format. She also identifies several thematic continuities that 

extend into the work of subsequent generations of Australian travel writers who have sought 

                                                    
27 Ken Gelder, “When the Imaginary Australian Is  Not Uncanny: Nation, Psyche and Belonging in 

Recent Australian Cultural Criticism and History,” Journal of Aus tralian Studies 29, no. 86 (2005): 

161–73. 
28 Ann Curthoys, “Expuls ion, Exodus and Exile in White Australian Historical Mythology,”  

Journal of Australian Studies 23, no. 61 (1999): 1–19. 
29 Bonnin, “A Study of Australian Descriptive and Travel Writing”. See also Meaghan M orris, 

Identity Anecdotes : Translation and Media Culture, revised ed. (London: Sage Publications, 2006), 

40–79. 
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out the “remote” Australian interior, such as Robyn Davidson in the 1970s and 1980s, and, 

we I might add, Nicolas Rothwell in the 21st century, as I will discuss further below.3 0  

Arthur Groom (1904–1953) was born in Victoria, but he moved while young to 

remote Queensland. His father was a stock agent and conservative politician. Groom attended 

boarding school in Brisbane, jackerooed before starting work as a journalist in 1926, and 

wrote a novel in 1930. A keen hiker, Groom was a founder of the National Parks Association 

of Queensland in 1930; he managed a rainforest guesthouse during the 1930s and wrote about 

it in his second book, One Mountain after Another (1949), which pleaded for a new nature 

reserve in Queensland.3 1  I Saw a Strange Land was his second non-fiction book, and it 

recounted several extended visits to Central Australia over the previous four years, during 

which Groom stayed at Hermannsburg (Ntaria), Areyonga and elsewhere, and visited sites 

including Uluru, Kata-Tjuta and other places now firmly marked on the tourist trail. It deftly 

wove in historical cameos together with anecdote and striking descriptions of landscape. 

Barry Hill calls Groom “the lucky one”, as he visited prior to motorised mass tourism.3 2  

Groom savoured this experience. But he was uncomfortably poised between wanting to 

protect the area from vandalism and the “criminal tragedy” of untrammelled exploitation, 

being alive to the dire results for the Indigenous people, and demonstrating the area’s clear 

tourist potential.3 3  He expressed many reasons for visiting, including to plumb this perceived 

potential, but I wonder whether the Central Australian trips were partly therapeutic, a concept 

that became stronger in the second half of the 20th century.3 4  As a teenager, Groom lost his 

father. His firs t wife died four months after they married in 1931. During the Second World 

                                                    
30 Meaghan Morris , Identity Anecdotes, 53. 
31 Arthur Groom, One Mountain after  Another (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1949). 
32 Hill, The Rock, 85. 
33 Groom, I Saw a Strange Land, 211. 
34 Roslynn Haynes, Seeking the Centre: The Australian Desert in Literature, Art and Film 

(M elbourne: Cambridge Univers ity Press, 1998). 
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War, he trained troops and worked as a pilot.3 5  As soon as possible after the war, and while 

his second marriage was deteriorating, he then set off for Central Australia. The location 

occupied him until his early death from heart failure in 1953. Unusually, Groom travelled a 

lot on foot. This habit set him apart from non-Indigenous peers, but he shared it with some 

Indigenous people, including the men with whom he travelled in 1947: Tiger Tjakaljiri (or 

Tjalkalyeri), Njunowa and Tamalji. Travelling with them opened Groom up, and they 

directed his sense of the sonic eerie in ways that gave it a more unhomely charge. 

The longer-lived H. H. Finlayson (1895–1991) was born in Adelaide to a sharebroker 

father. He attended a private school, studied science at university, and worked primarily as a 

chemistry demonstrator rather than a professional writer. In the 1920s, he became interested 

in zoology and visited Central Australia four times, collecting specimens for the South 

Australian Museum, where he became honorary curator of mammals. Finlayson’s bestselling 

book, The Red Centre (1935), recounted his visits, his impressions of the country, his 

searches for rare mammals and descriptions of them, together with reflections on Indigenous 

and European people in this area. He was driven to collect the mammals and pushed ever 

farther into the western deserts to do so.3 6  Yet there was also a vulnerability to Finlayson—he 

was injured by explosives when he was a teenager, and lost an eye and part of a hand—and 

that is perhaps reflected in the mixture of “wonderment and free-floating melancholy” in The 

Red Centre.3 7  This description also applies to Groom’s combination of rapt wonder and eerie 

affect. 

                                                    
35 J . Keith Jarrott, “Groom, Arthur (1904–1953),” in Aus tralian Dictionary of Biography (Carlton: 

Melbourne Univers ity Press, 1983), http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/groom-arthur-6496 (accessed 20 

March 2021); Hill, The Rock, 85. 
36 Colin Harris , “Finlayson, Hedley Herbert (1895–1991),” in Aus tralian Dictionary of Biography 

(Carlton: Melbourne Univers ity Press , 2014), http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/finlayson-hedley-
herbert-14881/text26071 (accessed 20 March 2021). See also Don Tonkin, A Truly Remarkable Man: 

The Life of H. H. Finlayson and his  Adventures in Central Aus tralia (Adelaide: Seaview Press, 2001). 
37 Rothwell, Red Highway, 147 (my emphasis  added). 

http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/groom-arthur-6496
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/finlayson-hedley-herbert-14881/text26071
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/finlayson-hedley-herbert-14881/text26071


 

12 
 

Sonic Affects 

The visual played a significant role in Groom’s and Finlayson’s wonderment, and their 

panoramic evocation of the landscape doubtless increased readers ’ desires to see Central 

Australia for themselves. Indeed, The Red Centre was regarded as the firs t publication to 

describe “the intense colours of the Centre”.3 8  But sights also contributed to these men’s 

feeling that parts of the Centre were “eerie”, “weird”, or “strange”—epithets they used 

frequently.3 9  There were limits to vision here, too. Finlayson, for example, was keen to 

photograph the eerie Reedy Hole at Tempe Station, but he found it “difficult to do the place 

justice in a photo”.4 0  He was alive to the limitations of photography, but also to how other 

senses contributed to a place’s atmospherics. Multisensorial atmospherics and acoustemology 

were key to both books, just as geographers have recognised more recently the importance of 

a variety of senses, including hearing, to travel and tourism.4 1  

Both authors were attentive to sound. For Groom, this perceptiveness included 

noticing the “ear-splitting noise” of an Alice Springs cornetist, echoes reverberating at 

Heavitree Gap, or “chattering life and laughter” at the Finke River Mission (Ntaria).4 2  

Finlayson was also attuned to the acoustic, which was at odds with his partial deafness. He 

often listened to gramophone records for evening entertainment.4 3  This was common 

practice, “the ordered and familiar sounds” giving comfort to visitors otherwise ill at ease in 

the surrounding Central Australian soundscape.4 4  But Finlayson’s interest was professional, 

too—his academic publications included one on the “Vocal Powers of Kangaroos”, for 

                                                    
38 Haynes, Seeking the Centre, 148. 
39 See, for example, Groom, I Saw a Strange Land, 58; Tonkin, A Truly Remarkable Man, 59. 
40 Tonkin, A Truly Remarkable Man, 59. 
41 See, for example, Chris  Gibson, “Geographies of Touris m: (Un)Ethical Encounters,” Progress in 

Human Geography 34, no. 4 (2010): 521–27, 524. 
42 Groom, I Saw a Strange Land, 16, 21. 
43 Tonkin, A Truly Remarkable Man, 93, 95. 
44 Harris , “Hearing Aboriginal M usic Making,” 94. 
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example.4 5  Finlayson was quite struck by novel sounds (to him), including an Uluru storm’s 

“weird [sonic] anomalies”, and the “steady roar” and “boom” of Indigenous firestick 

agriculture, as well as by how an Indigenous man responded to the “buzz” when Finlayson’s 

tape measure recoiled.4 6  Not unlike the 19th-century explorers’ acoustemology, Finlayson 

heard, classified and also imagined what it was like for others to hear something for the first 

time. The buzzing tape measure also reminds us how colonial interactions at the frontier often 

had a sonic dimension, as Europeans used sounds to gain the interest and cooperation of 

native peoples.4 7  Explorers also used their ears to assay country for settlement. But the sonic 

was slippery, and it could undermine their feelings of mastery or ease, as well as the colonial 

project.4 8  This reality is also true of some instances of sonic eeriness that Groom and 

Finlayson experienced. 

Groom and Eerie Indigenous Sounds 

In an early chapter, Groom describes camping near Udepata, 80 kilometres west of Alice 

Springs, and relates how he was overcome by eerie sounds, exacerbated by knowing he was 

at a secret-sacred place.4 9  Groom’s sense of the eerie was awoken by “shrieks and calls of 

birds beyond vision”.5 0  This sense was heightened by a “far-off whispering” resembling the 

meteorological sounds that often augur literary renderings of the eerie: 

It was soon part of the whole wilderness: part of the pines and ghost gums, and cycads 

and spinifex, and of the rocks and hills and valleys; surely the voice of an ancient 
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people dreaming, and yet stirring once again in an ancient land; the ghosts of millions 

down the ages. It increased in volume … to a rushing by of all life and death, coming 

from afar, and going—goodness only knows where. In the vacuum of utter stillness 

beside a dying fire, I could sense acutely the first aborigines [sic] peering into darkness 

and fearfully chanting the legends of mythology that are now in danger of being lost for 

ever.5 1  

Groom shivered until morning. A year later, he heard the Udepata wind again, observing that 

“this strange, whirling, unseen power of the heart of a continent is beyond understanding; it is 

awesome, bloodcurdling, yet inspiring”.5 2  An almost hallucinating Groom was overcome by 

eerie failures of absence such as the bird “shrieks,” and his sense of human, settler-colonial 

agency was somewhatquiteconsiderably undermined, as were notions of cause and effect, 

subject and object, human and more-than-human, and cartography—all of which is redolent 

of Fisher’s eerie. What was responsible for these disconcerting sounds? In a rather confused 

passage, Groom suggested that Indigenous people and their lore were the cause, illustrating 

how sonic eeriness could proceed to unhomeliness in the face of the Indigenous sacred. This 

unhomeliness keyed with what Groom subsequently called the “tragedy of dispossession”.5 3  

But there were countervailing aspects, too, aspects that likewiseactuallyalso question the 

quality and effect of the unhomeliness he felt at this early time. The Indigenous “ghosts” of 

whom he spoke were possibly remnants of the “dying race” theory, which was consistent 

with the notion of white Australia’s manifest destiny to settle the country.5 4  Groom also 

repeated a common trope melding Indigenous sounds into environmental ones, a manouevre 

that tends to obscure the Indigenous presence, having a masking effect not unlike the one 
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Curthoys describes in other portrayals of settler-colonial disquiet.5 5  After he returned to 

Udepata, Groom also felt “inspiring” enthralment, which is another feature of eeriness 

theorised by Fisher that is distinct from unhomeliness. Groom was becoming more emplaced 

in “strange” Central Australia: there was a trace of unhomeliness, but it was undercut by 

dying race and other ideas that only diminished as a result of time later spent with Indigenous 

people who made him realise this was, in fact, “no dying race”.5 6  

The next instance of the sonic eerie was more significant—and more unhomely— 

because it occurred in Indigenous company. Indeed, it was brokered by the three men who 

guided Groom. After Udepata, Groom spent some weeks at Areyonga Mission outpost, where 

he was warmly welcomed, given an Indigenous name, and left with “considerable feeling”.5 7  

Tiger Tjalkalyiri agreed to guide Groom to Tiger’s Country, Uluru and Kata-Tjuta, and he 

insisted on bringing along Njunowa and Tamalji. These men cajoled Groom into doing things 

they wanted and were “hardly examples of ‘a dying race’. The opposite really”, as Barry Hill 

puts it.5 8  Part of their brokering included Tiger explaining at length his connections to 

Country, what it should be called, and indicating that Groom would be his guest. As Tiger put 

it, “This one my country, properly.”5 9  The men carefully guided Groom at Wulpa Chasm 

(Walpa Gorge), a sacred men’s place in Kata-Tjuta. Here Groom was overcome by another 

eerie failure of absence that started like the ones at Udepata. The “boom and rumble” in “the 

organic heart of Australia” made an enthralled Groom speculate about “the winds and moods 

and storms of the continent find[ing] birth in the Olga [Kata-Tjuta] chasms, to move out 
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north, east, south and west”.6 0  There was a possessive “monarch of all I survey [and hear]” 

aspect to this response. But then, in a key moment, the Indigenous people with him 

interrupted his speculations to mark their presence and sovereignty in this landscape. (There 

is nothing like sound to fill a space and ward away others.) Their practice aligned with the 

notion that the Anangu of Uluru actively manage the gaze, and by extension other senses, of 

non-Indigenous visitors.6 1  Indigenous people such as Tiger evidently managed sonic aspects 

of secret-sacred places including Walpa Gorge, and they brokered their significance to non-

Indigenous guests, as they have done with other aspects of the secret-sacred.6 2  

The unhomeliness-inducing interlocutor here was Tamalji, whose “amazing high 

guffaw with a long, drawn, dying scream of finality” had long unsettled Groom:6 3  “Diabolical 

or affirmative, laughter can be uncanny.”6 4  Tamalji’s was both, and an unnerved Groom 

never quite knew how to respond. The ability of Tamalji’s laugh to “wake all the skeletons of 

the desert” might have been poetic licence and a dying race comment, but it gestured towards 

a heightened unhomeliness, too.6 5  At Kata-Tjuta, the combination of Tamalji’s unexpected 

“blood-curdling yell” and the “moaning wind” was “more than eerie”.6 6  Groom was “glad to 

move on”, but the wind made sleep impossible: “The Olga chasms howled as though in silent 

protest at our trespass. It would take very little imagination to fall victim to hysterical fear ; 

but the three boys [sic] slept soundly enough.”6 7  Groom tried to involve Tiger, Tamalji and 

Njunowa in a collective “our”, but he was the trespasser. In this moment, the eerie outside 
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sounds of the environment, which Groom increasingly savoured, jarred with another 

“outside”: a loud irruption of Indigenous sovereignty. Enthralling eeriness ceded to marked 

unhomeliness, in Gelder’s and Jacobs ’s sense, fear and a desire to stop trespassing. 

Finlayson’s “Haunting” Nostalgia? 

H. H. Finlayson also usually travelled in Indigenous company, relying on guides to obtain 

mammals and explain their behaviour.6 8  However, he was more of a loner, and The Red 

Centre is less expressive of interactions with Indigenous people. Although three chapters and 

several photographs are devoted to describing the ways of “The Black Man”, Indigenous 

people do not have the same lively textual presence as Tiger, Tamalji and Njunowa do in 

Groom’s writings. Finlayson’s experience of the sonic eerie was less social. It was also more 

muted, and did not to progress to full-blown unhomeliness, akin to that described by Gelder 

and Jacobs. Finlayson also dwelt more on other sonic tropes, including the classic eerie motif 

of stillness, as well as strange, out-of-place marine sounds touching on the past of this arid 

place: “[When] the world is unbelievably still; or … the dawn wind [is ] singing in the pines 

… [it] brings always the same suggestion: a sense of things about them once familiar, but 

now long forgotten; a haunting nostalgia that will not be shaken off.”6 9  

The “unbelievably still” gorges connoted an eerie failure of presence, as one might 

sense at now-quiet places such as Stonehenge. Non-Indigenous people have often referred to 

eerie Central Australian stillness.7 0  To their white ears, it was presumably much quieter than 

the urban places with which most were more familiar.7 1  But there is a non-specificity to this 

stillness, and critics identify that hearing the interior as still can silence Indigenous presence 
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and act as an acoustic analogue of terra nullius.7 2  Silence did not always connote Indigenous 

absence—for example, Groom heard ruins as “mute testimony” to the failure of European 

attempts at settlement—and this underlines Diane Collins ’s point that perceived silence did 

not necessarily foster the colonial project when it represented the antithesis of how European 

settlement should sound.7 3  Silence was never total, either. Groom, especially, recorded 

Indigenous sounds as well, not only when Tiger Tjalkalyiri was expanding on his Country or 

Tamalji was laughing. One valley near Areyonga was so alive with Indigenous sound that it 

was “never quiet”.7 4  Nevertheless, metaphors of stillness were widespread and —powerful  

ones— and could dominate a soundscape and what it was thought to represent. Russell 

McGregor has shown that interwar visitors exercising the related metaphor of the Empty 

North “simultaneously acknowledge[ed] the Aboriginal presence”, but fell back on the 

metaphor to advocate for denser settlement.7 5  Mark M. Smith notes of the North American 

setting, too, that once metaphors such as that of the Quiet South took hold in the 19th century, 

they elided the complexity of soundscapes and took on a tangible historical power of their 

own.7 6  In this context, an eerie silence such as Finlayson described might vaguely presence 

an uncertainty about human agency in Fisher’s sense, but it could scarcely yield to a 

productive type of unhomeliness of the quality Gelder and Jacobs describe. 

There are also eerie failures of absence in Finlayson’s book. For him, the eeriness of 

the “singing” winds revolved around the environment: a place that was formerly a sea and 

still carried sonic echoes of it. The wind in the trees was “the very voice of the sea, come into 

                                                    
72 See, for example, Jane Belfrage, “The Great Australian Silence: Inside Acoustic Space,” The 

Australian Sound Design Project, Univers ity of Melbourne, 1994, 

http://www.sounddesign.unimelb.edu.au/s ite/papers /AusSilence.html (accessed 21 March 2021). 
73 Groom, I Saw a Strange Land, 1. See also 118. Collins , “Acoustic Journeys”. 
74 Groom, I Saw a Strange Land, 109. See also 67.   
75 McGregor, “Excurs ions through Emptiness,” 433. 
76 Mark M . Smith, Lis tening to Nineteenth-Century America (Chapel Hill: Univers ity of North 

Carolina Press, 2001), 147. 

http://www.sounddesign.unimelb.edu.au/site/papers/AusSilence.html


 

19 
 

its own again”.7 7  Finlayson could have considered the agencies that changed a sea into an arid 

semi-desert. He was aware of changes occurring as a result of European settlement, too. 

Certainly, the 1930s was a period in which the realisation spread that many species of native 

fauna were being decimated.7 8  But he left it at unspecific “haunting nostalgia”. Finlayson was 

evidently too wedded to his activities as a collector to recognise how he was implicated in 

processes of environmental change, or to critique it—to the contrary. 

Finlayson ended his book with a chapter on “The White Man”, which reflected on and 

endorsed how the Centre attracted non-Indigenous loners. In this context, his last paragraph 

returned to the sonic haunting by a former sea—the “hiss” of camels (aka ships of the desert) 

walking through sand echoed “the whisper of a high prow, as a long-ship takes to the 

swell”.7 9  Whereas Groom fled Walpa’s eerie sounds, Finlayson responded to sonic eeriness 

by willing his own ethnic group into the landscape. Despite the camels ’ origins and the 

presence of Afghan cameleers, leading ships of the desert “continue[d] a tradition begun 

under grey skies upon an iron coast”.8 0  It was those with “Norse blood” who were stirred by 

the eerie, haunting nostalgia to “landfaring” action onto Indigenous land.8 1  

Effects and After-Effects 

Finlayson’s example shows how the sonic eerie need not develop into a productive 

unhomeliness causing a non-Indigenous person to fundamentally question their place in the 

settler colony. Finlayson mostly closed down the unease the eerie can prompt, by corralling 

away the outside and leaving only vague traces of the cosmic agency that had brought about 

tremendous environmental change. Following Curthoys ’s arguments, Finlayson’s disquiet 
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masked Indigenous peoples ’ suffering at the expense of settler colonialism. But he went 

further—in countering eeriness, Finlayson expressly conspired with Anglo-Australian readers 

to suggest Central Australia was their rightful place to “landfare” into, regardless of 

Indigenous peoples. Besides the larger ideological thrust and the intervention into those wider 

debates about populating the Centre, this defence was self-serving—Finlayson was justifying 

his visits to collect specimens for the museum. 

But there is an echo effect when the contemporary reader brings along their “personal 

spectres”. An example is given by Nicolas Rothwell. Rothwell is a journalist and erstwhile 

foreign correspondent who published his debut novel in 1999, before focusing on imaginative 

non-fiction, beginning with Wings of the Kite-Hawk (2003). Stephane Cordier has 

characterised these latter works as narrative essays.8 2  Rothwell’s 2009 book, The Red 

Highway, which reflects at length on Finlayson, follows a pattern common to his works. It is 

composed of fragments about various less well-known and often lone male figures, 

frequently of Romantic cast, who travelled and pursued artistic, literary or ethnographic 

projects of one kind or another in remote Australia. The fragments are roughly tied together 

by a first-person narrator, who reviewers have assumed is Rothwell himself, but whom 

Cordier is careful to distinguish as a literary creation, whose motivations Rothwell 

sympathetically describes but also subtly probes, via dialogues with other figures. The 

restless narrator is on the trail of these figures, seeking to make sense of their endeavours, 

which prefigure his own indistinct but often quite Romantic questing. Rothwell is a type of 

sophisticated successor to the earlier “descriptive” travel writers, publishing in a 

contemporary context where the outback continues to be over-represented in literature written 
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since the 1980s.8 3  His narrators offer less neatly resolved arguments than the earlier writers 

did, but they nonetheless echo many of their themes of open space, crisis and the future—and 

his narrators hear in similar ways. 

The Red Highway’s narrator reflects on the enduring power of Finlayson’s prose, 

including the key passage about haunting nostalgia and unbelievable stillness I cited above. 

“Even today,” he writes, “such passages, with their air of internal storms first mastered then 

projected outwards, leave me without bearings.”8 4  Rothwell’s unsettled narrator read 

Finlayson while immersed in another non-white “Other” space, working as a correspondent 

in the war-torn Middle East. In the arid war zone, Finlayson’s text communicated a sense of 

“things ending, collapsing, changing ineluctably from one state to their next”.8 5  Finlayson’s 

text impelled the narrator to return to Central Australia after his assignment. Again, Central 

Australia and its soundscapes may have provided therapy for the non-Indigenous loner male. 

This non-white space again functions as a locus for questing and eeriness that recognises 

crisis but never quite crystallises into an unhomeliness clearly keying Indigenous 

dispossession or radical environmental change, or causes the narrator to question what he was 

doing in the Middle East either, for that matter. Instead, any nascent unhomeliness is private 

and inchoate. For the narrator, it mainly revolves around Finlayson’s harrowing clash with a 

non-Indigenous travelling companion, about which the narrator learned only after reading 

Finlayson’s biography. The narrator was unsettled that Finlayson did not recount this 

troubling story in The Red Centre. In reflecting on this, the narrator perpetuates the hoary 

motif of Central Australian silence, again tending to elide Indigenous people from earshot: 

“Not a word [is written about this duel of wills with Finlayson’s travelling companion]—
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although the submerged trace of that encounter lingers, like a pause before a breath, for those 

who know the landscape, and its silences, and can feel the anguish hiding in the author’s 

voice.”8 6  Rothwell’s narrator was absorbed by eerie silences in landscapes and in texts, but 

they mainly signified unspoken individual psychological impasses—Finlayson’s and his 

own—rather than any troubling solicitation by the history of Indigenous dispossession. 

Nor did Rothwell’s narratortheyOr respond to…a solicitation by radical 

environmental change. By contrast, when I read about Finlayson’s “haunting nostalgia” and 

his motif of the erstwhile sea, other personal spectres were at play. I was moved to reflect on 

climate change and desertification, and the massive environmental impacts of European 

settlement, including on endangered and now extinct species, in a phase currently considered 

to be the sixth mass extinction since complex life evolved.8 7  Various aspects of Finlayson’s 

account pointed me in this direction. He describes at some length the destructive impact of 

settlement on the natural environment. The theme is likewise inscribed into Finlayson’s area 

of expertise: mammals. Even though Finlayson visited Central Australia during drought, he 

killed a very large number of animals. There is a photo of him embalming a splayed, almost 

crucified Maala (Lagorchestes hirsutus or Rufous hare wallaby, now extinct in the wild), and 

he also gives a troubling account of running down an Oolacunta (Caloprymnus capestris or 

desert rat-kangaroo), then thought to be extinct, which “persisted to the very limit of [its ] 

strength” then “paused only to die”.8 8  Many of these animals, including the revenant 

Caloprymnus (which is now extinct again), look out from mute, ghost-like black-and-white 

photographs, meeting my gaze with another form of accusatory silence.8 9  In a striking aside, 
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Finlayson’s biographer tells us that these animals ’ disappearance by the time he returned in 

the 1950s quite “astonished” him.9 0  The pace of degradation, Finlayson’s active, witting role 

in something he also criticised, and the ongoing legacies of the colonial subjugation of the 

land are all the more arresting and unhomely in a time of mass extinction and climate change. 

At Walpa, Arthur Groom was driven away by “more than eerie” sovereign Indigenous 

sound, and he felt a strong desire to stop trespassing. This was a productive encounter in that 

his sense of homeliness was thoroughly undermined. But the denouements tend to underline 

some of the critiques of Gelder’s and Jacob’s theory of Uncanny Australia, particularly about 

its sanguineness. I Saw a Strange Land did not arrest the tourist encroachment that an 

ambivalent Groom both feared and fostered. Despite some vestiges of the dying race theory, 

Groom’s book made the important point that Indigenous peoples were not dying out. This did 

not mean that Central Australia should be for their exclusive use, however. Groom argued 

that it should be an Indigenous reserve and a national park, a point of view Finlayson also 

advanced,9 1  but to little avail. I Saw a Strange Land was in print when, in 1953, the Northern 

Territory Government lobbied to excise Uluru and Kata-Tjuta from the Indigenous reserve, 

since they “no longer have any religious or other significance for the present generation of 

natives”.9 2  Tiger’s eloquent claims to Country and Tamalji’s sovereign yell did not impede 

such arguments, which won the day in 1958, when the Federal Government made the 

excisions.9 3  Many of the new tourists would have had Groom’s book in their baggage. 
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Groom also overcame the personal challenge of Tamalji’s yell. He may have been 

driven from Walpa, but Groom was still enthralled by Central Australia, and in 1951–1952, 

he travelled by car from Brisbane to Darwin via the Centre. The result was a hurried, 

posthumously published travelogue with a telling title: Wealth in the Wilderness.9 4  Whereas I 

Saw a Strange Land was marked by longer encounters with Indigenous agency, Wealth was a 

roll call of homesteads briefly visited, a testament to non-Indigenous pioneering. In the 

tradition of other descriptive travel literature from the era, it encouraged non-Indigenous 

Australia to continue to colonise the interior. Significantly, acoustics were much attenuated in 

this latter book, as was any sense of eeriness, let alone unhomeliness. The pastoral “peace and 

beauty of today” has replaced the noise of the past, including of Indigenous resistance.9 5  

Tamalji’s yell has been banished, replaced by bucolic sounds and the “moan” and “clank” of 

diesels and artesian bores that allowed so much settlement.9 6  There was only a faint touristic 

reminder of the striking sonic experiences Groom had five years earlier via the “haunting 

eeriness of time-sticks beating and voices in tribal chants” he overheard in one location.9 7  

Eeriness’s potential to prompt full-blown unhomeliness had resoundingly dissipated. 

Conclusion 

Groom’s final book indicates that the unhomely effects he felt at Walpa—though powerful at 

the time—were transient rather than lasting. As scholarship on the political effect of music 

has shown, the sonic can give rise to powerful moods, but it is not clear how those moods 

carry over time, let alone translate into political action.9 8  Sonically triggered eeriness was a 

significant mood influencing the way non-Indigenous visitors interacted with Central 
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Australia at mid-century. The cases I have presented here indicate that it could be arresting, 

but also that it might not bring about any significant change. Its enthralling, romantic value 

probably even induced more than a few, like Nicolas Rothwell’s semi-autobiographical 

narrator, to follow in Finlayson’s or Groom’s footsteps. This effect shows how eeriness has 

ambiguous value. It can be unsettling at a physical and ontological level. In a settler-colonial 

context, and especially when heard not as silence but in conjunction with irruptive Indigenous 

sound or brokered by Indigenous peoples, it can begin to make the non-Indigenous person 

feel unhomely in a place they otherwise consider home. But, following the critiques of 

Gelder’s and Jacobs ’s notion and Curthoys arguments in a slightly different context, eeriness 

could also be brushed away, anxiously written over, or even become the subject of a certain 

type of romanticised connoisseurship. Although sound is ambiguous, mid-century non-

Indigenous soundscapes of Central Australia were ultimately consistent with the thrust of 

travelogues from that era, as authors wondered at what they saw and assayed these areas for 

increased settlement or tourism. 

As is appropriate for something related to the uncanny, however, this is not the end of 

the story. Eeriness does not just go away, once it is recorded in textual format, and provided 

that text finds subsequent generations of readers, as Finlayson’s and Groom’s have done. 

(Here the financial calculations of series like Text Classics impact the ability of eeriness to 

continue to manifest itself textually and reach new generations.) These texts still hold a 

fascination for non-Indigenous readers, such as Rothwell’s narrator in The Red Highway, who 

propagate similar eerie sonic motifs that are seldom unsettling in a critical postcolonial way. 

But there is a potential—just as the ghosts of environmental change and extinction in The Red 

Centre still have the power to move contemporary readers to productive thought, the “more 

than eeriness” of Tamalji’s yell in I Saw a Strange Land can still prompt the contemporary 

reader to reflect on Indigenous claims to place, then and now. 



 

26 
 

Acknowledgements 

Thanks to both Amanda Harris  and Paula Hamilton for carefully reading earlier drafts  of this  article. 

Thanks also to Susan Page for her comments , and to the anonymous referees  for their helpful 

suggestions . 

 

 


