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Books

DAYS IN AMBER
WHITE TOPEE, by Eve Langley; Angus andRobertson, Australian price 16/-.
(Reviewed by David Hall
R complete acceptance and
enjoyment of this book one
needs special equipment. One
should be Australian-born. Then’
again one should have been an
admirer of that extinct form, the
essay-Robert Lynd and all that-for
this is not so much a novel-without-a-
plot as a collection of autobiographical
essays. The basis of these memoirs of
a young girl in Gippsland between 1927
and 1929 is emotion recollected in tran-
quillity--grand days of hard work in the
sun, grand nights drinking coffee or
wine with those quaint Italian land
workers, and at all hours headier
draughts of ecstasy, far keener no doubt
in retrospect than ever in actuality.
The first piece is tiresomely over-
written. Later in the book Eve Langley
gets into her stride or gets used to her
own cleverness-and it is much more
comfortable reading than the beginning,
where page after page makes one snig-
ger or wince-"utterly -Australian" (a
comment on a girl’s appearance); "the
frozen snow tiger that the tropical
orchid is"; "emperorian charm"; "Long
and noble and blazingly Greek in the
blue heavens above were the days I
worked for Tom Henderson. . ." She
has a classical fixation, and many things
are Greek or Grecian. "A wide blue sky
from which at evening the great Ajax or
Hector of Troia seemed to lean down-
ward to me.. ."
Critics have been offered this salu-
tary advice: reflect whether a writer’s
greatest weakness is not in fact his
greatest strength. I must ‘admit that
Eve Langley’s prinked-up ecstasies do
often come off. Her heightened style
can succeed magnificently. "Greedily I
held on to the days; meticulously I em-
balmed them within myself. I built up
strong years in my cells. I tied myself
to eternity with lofty thoughts." The
disadvantage of her method-apart
from its hit-or-miss risks-is the con-
trast between the sophisticated vehicle
and the way of life described. For she
is telling us about the satisfying natural

and almost primitive life of the Vic-
torian outback, peopled by men andwomen she shows are the salt of the
earth, in a prose in a high degree the
Product of literary artifice.
The merits of this book are its extra-
ordinary zest for life and the complete-
ness and detail of the picture she draws.
She tells us-in between her feats of
emotional athleticism-all about tea
growing, bean sorting, pea-picking and
every other type of farm work. Her
people are human and their observer
herself has plenty of humour. This book
is strong enough to stand a lot of abuse,
and Eve Langley’s greatest strength
(which sometimes betrays her into
moments of weakness) is her power of
conveying her own heightened sense of
beauty. ,I would like to see someone
write in this way about New Zealand.

PROPHET AND WIFE
TOLSTOY, a Life of My Father, by Alex-andra Tolstoy, translated from the Russian
by Elizabeth Reynolds Hapgood; Victor
Gollancz, English price 30/-,
LEXANDRA TOLSTOY, who must
now be 70, was a young woman
in her father’s tormented old age. She
supported him in the struggle with his
wife,: Sophia Andreyevna, and helped
him to escape on the journey that ended
with his death. Her biography is very
much a family chronicle. Perhaps she
was too much engaged, emotionally, to
be objective about events which have
already been described in many books;
but she gives an admirable picture of
daily life at Yasnaya Polyana, especi-ally in those later years when the house
was always full of Tolstoyans.
The ageing writer, no longer inter.
ested in novels, was deeply preoccupiedwith religion. He had divided his pro-
perty among wife and children, and was
trying to detach himself from material
things. But he could not stay silent
when new evils and injustices were re-
ported, so that thé man of peace was
always in the arena, arguing and de-
nouncing. Inevitably, he was surrounded
by disciples and camp followers. He was
revered and hated; and in his own
home, where he had his best opportuni-
ties to carry out his precept of non-
resistance, life was a succession of little
wars. ¥

His wife, who had 13 children, could
not understand Tolstoy’s reluctance to
take money for his writings, and. re-
sented an idealism which threatened her
security. "You ... may not have a
special love for your own children,"
she wrote while still a young woman,"but we common mortals cannot, and
perhaps we do not want to, pervert our-
selves and justify our lack of love for a
particular person by some sort of love
for the whole world."
The conflict deepened. Tolstoywanted to surrender all property in his
writings; his wife resisted strenuously,
and sons and daughters moved into op-
posite camps. Life at Yasnaya Polyana
was intensely emotional. Everybody
kept diaries; Tolstoy had two-one
secret-after he discovered that his wife
was reading what he had written and
was making her own entries post facto,
with the aim of justifying herself to
posterity. There were scenes, faintings,
attempted suicides, and a simmering
hysteria. The aged prophet, wrong-
headed in so many ways (Shakespeare
was "a terrible impostor and piece of
filth," and art was real only when it was
"comprehensible and accessible to all’’)
was trying to be pure in spirit and to

TOLSTOY
"The man of peace was always in the

arena"


