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‘Fin de siecle’ is a French language phrase that has gone international, far beyond
francophone countries. It has certainly been adopted by English speakers. Denoting the
end of a century, its literal meaning was utilised in Fins de Siécle: How Centuries End,
1400-2000, edited by Asa Briggs and Daniel Snowman, which explored the influence
of time consciousness since the end of the fourteenth century of the Common Era.!
But the phrase especially refers to the end of the nineteenth century, sometimes with
a connotation of decadence. It is true that other phrases, such as ‘La Belle Epoque’, the
‘Gay Nineties’ and the ‘Gilded Age’, refer to the closing years of that century too. They
tend to be associated with a specific time frame, country or style. Together, they point
to what was an important and interesting historical epoch.

Asused in the English language, fin de siécle can be said to relate especially to the literary,
philosophical and scientific developments that enlivened the end of the nineteenth
century. Not least, these included the great communications and technological
changes driving a wave of globalisation during those years. That scenario may sound
familiar. Indeed, the interest in this period shown by contemporary historians may
have something to do with hearing its echoes in our own time. Thus, in 2007, Robert

Weldon Whalen wrote:

What we label as ‘postmodern'—uncertainty, bricolage, fluidity, iconoclasm,
a frightening strain of nihilism, crass materialism, a yearning for the spirit—is
better thought of as ‘modern’, as part of that vast experiment from the last fin
de si¢cle only now returning to life.?

However it is characterised, the earlier period offers relevant historical insights for
us now.

In his book, 7he Fin de Siécle Imagination in Australia, 1890—1914, Mark Hearn
examines the end of what has been regarded as the long nineteenth century lasting up
until the outbreak of World War 1. This period was, in Hearn’s view, ‘the transitional
moment that prefigured twentieth-century modernity’ (p. 14). It is noteworthy that
French cultural and intellectual influence was a significant factor in the fin de siecle
in Australia, as Hearn acknowledges (pp. 2, 114, 116). As the books title suggests,
the author’s focus is on Australia, and specifically on the world of the imagination as

1 Asa Briggs and Daniel Snowman, eds, Fins de Siécle: How Centuries End, 1400-2000 (New Haven: Yale
University Press, c. 1996).

2 Robert Weldon Whalen, Sacred Spring: God and the Birth of Modernism in Fin de Siécle Vienna (Grand Rapids:
Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2007), 1.
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it was experienced in this place during that time. But, in traversing that world, the
book also relates to forces of global modernity that intensified in the lead-up to the
dreadful cataclysm of war in 1914-18 and drove cultural transformation in Australia.

The collective imagination has been a favoured topic in intellectual discourse during
recent decades, especially under the pervasive influence of Benedict Anderson’s classic
Imagined Communities, first published in 1983.% It is not surprising that much of
Anderson’s focus in his book was on the nineteenth century and, particularly, the
potency of social developments enabled by the communications and technological
revolutions at that time. Alan Atkinson has clearly identified the relevance of
Anderson’s analysis in the Australian context, particularly between the 1870s and
the end of World War 1.* Hearn explicitly acknowledges Atkinson in his book
(pp. 189, 223) but Anderson’s influence is also there in the background, seen in
the author’s awareness of the interplay between the intellectual, political, economic
and technological trends of the period he examines. What gives Hearn’s study its
underlying coherence is the general theme of the fin de si¢cle imagination. In his own
words, it is ‘a project which commenced in the millennial fin de siécle’ (p. vii). He has
been researching and writing on his theme for a considerable time.

Hearn defines the purpose of his book in suitably broad terms, picking up a range of
intersecting perspectives, as follows:

In Australia, the fin de siécle imagination reflected the international and local
transmission of ideas, and the accelerating forces transforming economy and
environment. The Fin de Siécle Imagination in Australia describes how that
energy shaped the lives of historical subjects, and both fed and challenged
the assumptions that constituted the modern nation that emerged from the
turbulence at the turn of the century. (p. 14)

The author is well equipped for the task. Hearn has already produced an impressive
series of publications dealing with relevant issues and individuals from the period, as
listed in the bibliography of this latest work (p. 226). In general terms, he has engaged
mainly with Australian cultural, intellectual and labour history, creating a deep source
of knowledge and thought from which to draw for this project. Hearn’s first book,
published in 1988 and co-authored with Ross Fitzgerald, was Bligh, Macarthur and
the Rum Rebellion.” It focused on the Rum Rebellion in the colony of New South
Wales and the historiographical debate this dramatic event had engendered, which
extended to assessments of its two key characters, William Bligh and John Macarthur.
This early contribution suggested that Hearn would be well suited to writing a study
incorporating biographical insights about several historical figures into the exposition
of a general, overarching theme. This is essentially Hearn’s approach in 7he Fin de
Siécle Imagination in Australia.

3 Benedict Anderson, fmagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso,
1983).

4 Alan Atkinson, 7he Europeans in Australia. Vol. 3: Nation (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2014), xiii, xxi.

5  Ross Fitzgerald and Mark Hearn, Bligh, Macarthur and the Rum Rebellion (Kenthurst: Kangaroo Press, 1988).
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Biographical studies of this nature have the potential to produce new insights.
Hearn’s book consists in the main of a series of seven chapters devoted to notable
individuals reflecting a range of backgrounds and experiences in the Australia of the
time. He summarises them as:

the writers and poets Henry Lawson and Christopher Brennan; the first-wave
feminists Rose Summerfield and Vida Goldstein; working-class radical and
theosophist John Dwyer and his wife Annie, witness to the cost of iconoclasm;
the inventor and Indigenous rights advocate David Unaipon; and apparently
presiding magisterially over national life, the Australian prime minister
Alfred Deakin, one of the architects of the federation of the colonies as the
Commonwealth of Australia in 1901. (pp. 1-2)

The core primary sources available for use in each chapter differ; for Lawson it is
his non-fiction essays in addition to his fiction, for Summerfield it is her speeches,
and so on. Also, the extent of secondary sources varies; some of Hearn’s subjects
have had substantial biographies already written about them, others not. It is Hearn’s
exposition of the general theme of the fin de siécle imagination that unites these
quite disparate historical figures. He does not claim typicality or universality for his
choices, but there is certainly a variety among them. Hearn draws out a degree of
congruence from these compelling lives to achieve his stated purpose.

The chapter on Deakin (pp. 109-34), which focuses on his disturbing illness in 1907,
adds to a well-developed historiographical context. This central figure in Australian
history has received perhaps the most biographical attention of any of Hearn’s subjects,
with a key point of difference being how the biographers have dealt with the richness
of Deakin’s inner life. The human reality is that biographers, like historians in general,
invariably make choices about what aspects to emphasise or not when they write on
a subject. These choices sometimes, at least in part, play to their own strengths and
preferences. Also, it must be said that biographical studies built around a specific
theme assuredly have their place and may be motivated by perceived historiographical
needs too. Deakin’s earlier biographers—Walter Murdoch, J. A. La Nauze, Al Gabay
and John Rickard—took varying approaches to him as a biographical subject that
are, to some extent, evident in the titles of their books.® On the solid foundations
provided by her predecessors, Judith Brett wove a more fully integrated assessment
of Deakin’s life into a welcome biography of him, published in 2017. As she wrote:
‘I have tried to give each of the three strands of Deakin’s life its due: his intense inner
world, his public life in politics and his family relationships.”” Hearn follows a similar
pattern in his more recent chapter, albeit on a much smaller scale, but still enabling

6 Walter Murdoch, Alfred Deakin: A Sketch (London: Constable, 1923); J. A. La Nauze, Alfred Deakin, 2 vols
(Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 1965); Al Gabay, The Mystic Life of Alfred Deakin (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1992), doi.org/10.1017/CB0O9781139085007; John Rickard, A Family Romance: The Deakins at
Home (Carlton South: Melbourne University Press, 1996).

7 Judith Brett, The Enigmatic Mr Deakin (Melbourne: Text Publishing Company, 2017), 6. Brett’s assessment of
the historiography on Deakin is at 9.
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him to identify connections between Deakin’s reading, reflection, and his public and
private lives. One example is the latter’s reading of Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace and
the Hindu scripture, the Bhagavad Gita, with their ‘contrasting interpretations of the
ethical imperatives and conduct of war’ (p. 128), as he travelled home from Europe
after the 1907 Imperial Conference in London prior to addressing Australian defence
policy on his return. This suggests that Deakin was a political leader who carefully
considered national security issues and their ethical implications at a profound level.
Investigating his life in an integrated fashion, as Hearn does in the context of his
booK’s general theme, increases the likelihood that such insights will be identified.

It is worth considering Hearn’s book in terms of the genre of collective biography.
A straightforward, general definition of the genre provided by the University of
Virginia is:

Collective biography is the term for works that present multiple short

prose narratives about different individuals in the same publication. Group

biographies are a subset of collective biography in which the people interacted
in their lifetimes, for instance in a family or a social organization.?

A fine example of a group biography is Melanie Nolan’s study of five siblings of the
McCullough family and how their connected lives illuminate the issues of typicality
and variance within the New Zealand working class of their time.” In contrast, Hearn
does not have a comparable focus on interactions between his subjects, although they
lived in Australia at roughly the same time, and so were part of general Australian
society at this vital stage of its development. His study, nevertheless, meets the
definition of collective biography stated above and is a valid approach in the wider
genre, especially given its thematic unity.

Overall, Hearn’s book is a worthwhile contribution to Australian cultural history.
Culture as a concept is potentially broad in definition, making it attractive to
historians in examining the past from a range of intersecting perspectives. A cultural
framework can offer much towards achieving the fundamental objective of historical
understanding. Hearn’s book adds to our understanding of the period in Australian
cultural history leading up to World War I by placing it in the larger context of the
forces of modernity that were then at work in the world. From his deep research
and deliberation, Hearn packs a lot into the text of 7he Fin de Siécle Imagination
in Australia, 1890—1914. That may make it demanding to read, but the effort is
rewarding for the richness of the insights provided to those of us who have an interest
in this time and place. Hearn’s book is, therefore, a welcome addition to the canon of
historical works available for us to read, digest and appreciate.

8  University of Virginia, “What Is Collective Biography?’, accessed 26 April 2023, cbw.iath.virginia.edu/definition-
collective_biography.php#.

9 Melanie Nolan, Kin: A Collective Biography of a New Zealand Working-Class Family (Christchurch: Canterbury
University Press, 2005).
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