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What	was	Travel	Writing?	
Frank	Hurley	and	the	Media	Contexts	of	Early	
Twentieth-Century	Australian	Travel	Writing

Robert	Dixon

This paper examines an aspect of Australian-born photographer and film maker 
Frank Hurley’s media repertoire that has to date received little attention: his 
travel writing; but it does so in the context of its relations with other media 
he used at the same time. In the 1910s and 1920s, travel writing was closely 
connected with other media, especially photography, lantern slide projection 
and early cinema. Like his photographs and films, Hurley’s writing was never 
meant to have a singular or definitive form: it was modular and mobile, created 
for the purpose of being used in a variety of forms, whether by Hurley himself 
or by other media personnel, and often in the service of other media. 

Born in Sydney’s Glebe in 1885, Frank Hurley is best known today as the 
photographer and film maker who recorded Mawson’s and Shackleton’s 
Antarctic expeditions, Australia’s campaigns in France and the Middle East 
during the Great War, and his own expeditions to Papua in the 1920s. It 
has become common to refer to his major works by the titles of his ‘films’: 
The Home of the Blizzard, In the Grip of the Polar Pack Ice, Sir Ross Smith’s 
Flight and Pearls and Savages. But the stage and screen practices of the early 
twentieth century were very different from those of our own time. Hurley 
did not work in a single medium. He was an old-fashioned ‘showman’ 
whose repertoire included both traditional and modern media, which he 
used in both old and new ways.1 The shows he put on at the height of 
his fame in the 1910s and 1920s were complex performances exploiting a 
number of media: he called them ‘synchronized lecture entertainments’.2 
Typically, they involved a combination of at least some but normally all of 
the following media: photographic exhibition, including the sale of prints 
and albums; saturation newspaper and magazine coverage in the form of 
travel articles, serialisations, advertisements, interviews and photographic 
essays; the presence of a celebrity lecturer; silent cinema projection, often 
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involving several titles on a single programme; lantern-slide projection; 
painted tableaux and drop screens; live musical accompaniment; advertising 
posters, illustrated programmes and themed theatre decorations; displays 
of related historical or ethnographic artefacts; and finally radio broadcasts 
and mainstream book publication, all coordinated, syndicated and, in the 
industry jargon, ‘tied-in’ to achieve maximum publicity. These events 
were entertaining as well as educational, drawing as much attention to 
their own ‘attractions’ as to the events they purported to represent. There 
was about them a sense of self-promotion and opportunistic contrivance 
that smacked of what contemporary press men called ‘stunts.’ And finally, 
Hurley’s shows not only toured Australia’s capital cities and regional towns; 
they often took place simultaneously overseas by arrangement with various 
entertainment agencies in New Zealand, Great Britain, Europe, the United 
States and Canada. 

By the early 1920s, then, Hurley had become not only the ring master 
but also the leading attraction in his own travelling, international, multi-, 
mass-media circus. In the language of today’s media theory, we might call 
this an early or emerging form of the mass-media event.3 At the time when 
Hurley was building his career, this was nothing new: he was exploiting an 
already well-established conjunction of geographical discovery and sensa-
tionalism in the new media of popular entertainment. As Beau Riffenburgh 
has shown, by the late nineteenth century, explorers and their adventures 
were being promoted through a number of powerful iconographies: ‘They 
were widely desired and highly paid as public speakers. They … were the 
subjects of painters, sculptors, and early photographers … [they] were fea-
tured in both theatres and music halls [and] most importantly … explorers 
were assiduously promoted in print … [in] popular biographies, juvenile 
literature, and the popular press’.4 In this paper I examine one aspect of 
Hurley’s media repertoire that has to date received little attention, his 
writing; but I do so in the context of its relations with the other media he 
used at the same time. In the first two decades of the twentieth century, 
travel writing lived in the shadow of other media, especially photography, 
lantern slide projection and cinematograph projection, and their various 
combinations in the travelogue and the illustrated press. What I will use 
Hurley’s writing to describe is the wider field of cultural production in which 
early twentieth-century Australian travel writing was embedded. This field is 
characterised by the interplay of various kinds of media and styles of career, 
by the enormous popular appeal of the visual media, especially the power 
of moving pictures, and by the migration of texts through various kinds of 



Robert Dixon
60

What was Travel Writing?
61

disciplinary, institutional, commercial and generic domains in which they 
were sometimes, though never permanently, constituted as travel writing. 
It was a period in which the text of travel writing was often subordinated to 
and even regarded as less ‘real’ than the photography or cinematography it 
accompanied and which, until the late 1920s, still had the power that early 
cinema historian Tom Gunning calls ‘the cinema of attractions’.5 

Recent thinking about photography stresses its polysemous nature, its 
infinite recodeability, its lack of fixity and context-dependent modes of 
meaning-making. Elizabeth Edwards, for example, argues that photographs 
circulate among different ‘interpretive communities’ and follow different 
‘trade routes’ as they are displayed, swapped, collected and published. Their 
meanings, generated by viewers, depend on the social contexts of their 
viewing, and their dependence on written or spoken ‘texts’ to control what 
Edwards calls their ‘semiotic energy’.6 Equally, though, we might think of 
Hurley’s writing in similar terms – not as ‘text’ which grounds the polysemous 
nature of his photography, but another, related kind of text participating 
in the same processes of social circulation and meaning-making. Hurley 
quickly learned the professional skills – verbal, visual and entrepreneurial 
– required by the period’s multi-faceted entertainment industry. Almost 
from the outset, he came to regard the keeping of his diary as a professional 
practice, the creation of another kind of resource or intellectual capital. 
Each one carefully dated and titled to correspond with a particular Hurley 
‘adventure’, the diaries were in many respects like photographic negatives 
that could be stored away and used later as the raw material to develop 
further copy.7 This took the form of a series of genres in which his career 
as a showman required him to be competent. Discrete episodes and even 
entire diaries re-appeared in successive incarnations across a range of genres: 
travel articles and serialisations in newspapers and magazines, lectures to 
accompany lantern slide shows and film screenings, advertising copy and 
other forms of promotional material, scientific accounts, public addresses, 
programme notes and catalogue essays, radio travel talks and even bona 
fide travel books. Like his photographs and films (which were made up of 
individual sequences that could be screened separately and in varying order), 
Hurley’s writing, then, was, never meant to have a singular or definitive 
form; it was modular and mobile, created expressly for the purpose of being 
‘cashed in’ as other forms of writing, whether by Hurley himself or by other 
media personnel, and often in the service of other media. 

Elsewhere I have used the term ‘domains of practice’ to characterise the 
different sub-fields in which representations circulate and have meaning.8 
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There are at least four such domains that might shape our thinking about 
the social life of Hurley’s ‘travel writing’ and all were in the process of rapid 
change, both independently and collectively: these are print genres (such 
as diaries, newspaper articles, lectures and books), other media affecting 
the form and purpose of these print genres (such as photographic exhibi-
tions, cinema screenings, and book and newspaper illustrations), disciplines 
(such as anthropology, geography and photography), and corporations and 
institutions (such as publishers, sponsors, lecturing- and film-distribution 
agencies, theatre management and scientific academies).

‘Splendid	Patter’:	Travelogues	and	Lectures

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, travel writing was often 
just one part of the mixed-media performances known as ‘picture talks’ or 
‘travelogues’. Showmen had long toured with magic lanterns, projecting 
slides to the accompaniment of a lecture, and sometimes music and sound 
effects. The most famous American exponent was the elegant E. Burton 
Holmes.9 Appealing to the respectable middle class, he performed in quality 
venues, dressed in an evening suit, and was renowned for his well-modu-
lated delivery, engaging audiences with dramatic accounts of his travels in 
Europe, Asia and the Middle East. The lectures were published annually as 
illustrated travel books. At the time of the motion picture’s popular arrival, 
Burton Holmes’ career was floundering, but in the season of 1897 he took 
the important step of including film in his lectures. Initially, he used it only 
as a supplement to the slides but the two media were soon fully integrated 
in a performance event held together by the presence of the adventurer-
cameraman. In 1903, Burton Holmes coined the term ‘travelogue’ to describe 
these new multi-media entertainments.10 Hurley would later acknowledge 
him to be the world’s leading practitioner of what Hurley himself called 
the ‘adventure film.’11 

One important link between Hurley’s career and these international 
trends was Herbert G. Ponting, Scott’s ‘camera artist’ on the British Antarctic 
Expedition (1910-1913).12 Ponting’s travelogue, With Captain Scott in the 
Antarctic, staged at the Philharmonic Hall in Great Portland Street in 
1914, was a landmark event, one of the most complete entertainments of 
its kind yet to appear in London. Ponting’s lecture was synchronised with 
alternating sequences of cine film and lantern slides, and there were musical 
interludes, refreshments and a small exhibition of photographic prints.13 
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Advertising in the print media was tied-in to sales of the book, Scott’s Last 
Expedition, recently published by the London firm of Smith, Elder, and to 
the main exhibition of Ponting’s photographs at the Fine Art Society in 
New Bond Street.14 His own illustrated travel book, The Great White South, 
followed in 1921.15 Although Hurley had previously arranged small exhibi-
tions of his own work in Sydney, he had not attempted anything like this. 
When he returned to London from Shackleton’s Imperial Trans-Antarctic 
Expedition in November 1916, he went to Ponting’s show at least four times. 
It was a revelation to him of what might be achieved in his own career: he 
acknowledged, ‘I cannot speak too highly in praise of [Ponting’s work] & 
I set him up as an ideal’.16 Hurley had still to learn the craft of lecturing, 
especially synchronising the text and images, and noted, ‘Ponting’s manner 
& delivery are excellent, his patter splendid, giving one the impression the 
penguins were actually performing to his words.’17 

A second mentor was Lowell Thomas, who, by the 1920s, had become the 
leading American presenter of travelogues. Like Ponting, Thomas found his 
way into the business by way of journalism. With America’s entry into the 
Great War, he made his reputation covering what were regarded as its two 
most ‘romantic’ events: Allenby’s liberation of Jerusalem and T.E. Lawrence’s 
undercover operations in the Middle East. After the war he developed il-
lustrated lecture entertainments based on these themes at Madison Square 
Garden. In 1919, he was invited by the British impresario Percy Burton to 
appear at the Royal Opera House, Covent Garden, where he combined the 
two shows under the title, With Allenby in Palestine and Lawrence in Arabia. 
A best-selling book followed in 1925. A contemporary account gives some 
idea of Thomas’s own stage and screen practice: 

The Royal Opera House Covent Garden, London. A sixty-piece orchestra 
playing exotic Oriental airs. Out before the rich Oriental stage-setting 
steps a dancer, twists her body into strange postures. Off-stage voice 
softly intones the Mahometan call to prayer. … A silver screen descends. 
Before it there walks a lithe, black-haired young man. … 
 Suddenly a troupe of mad-riding burnous-clad Arabs whirls upon 
the silver screen. They are a hot-blooded horde under the Command 
of Lawrence, poet, archaeologist, soldier, ‘uncrowned King of Arabia’. 
The young man before the screen begins to talk. Step by step he unfolds 
the strange drama of Lawrence’s Arabian campaign. … When he has 
finished, a wind of handclapping swells the open house from pit to gallery. 
Celebrities hurry backstage to congratulate him.18 
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It is not clear when Hurley met Thomas: whether in Palestine, where 
they were both filming in the final year of the war, during the London season 
of Thomas’s travelogue, or during Thomas’s subsequent tour of Australia 
at the invitation of Prime Minister Billy Hughes. But in 1920, the Lowell 
Thomas Travelogues managed the London season of Hurley’s Sir Ross Smith’s 
Flight, while the later travelogue, Pearls and Savages, began as a collaborative 
venture between Thomas’s and Hurley’s companies.19 

By the 1920s, a number of well-established principles governed the craft 
of preparing a lecture to accompany the screening of lantern slides and film. 
The first might be described as ‘joint ownership’ or ‘common authorship’. 
Because travelogues were often staged simultaneously in different locations 
by arrangement with lecturing agencies, they were frequently modified to 
suit the personal styles of the lecturers, the tastes of their local audiences, the 
social status of different theatres, and the professional interests of particular 
host institutions. A second feature was that the lectures were modular and 
episodic, which facilitated re-writing and allowed for synchronisation with 
the timing and content of the images.

This joint authorship can be seen in the lecture that accompanied Hurley’s 
film, The Home of the Blizzard, which was first written by Mawson for his own 
tour of North America while Hurley was otherwise occupied as Shackleton’s 
photographer.20 Mawson opened in January 1915 at the National Geographic 
Society in Washington, D.C. and the American Museum of Natural History 
in New York, but soon found himself addressing more popular audiences 
whose interests were not in the science of polar exploration, but in the 
dramatic story of the deaths of his sledging partners, Ninnis and Mertz.21 
The need to make the lecture more entertaining became painfully obvious 
when Mawson sent it across to London for the opening of the British sea-
son at the Alhambra Theatre in April 1915, which was organised through 
film-distribution, lecturing and theatrical agencies. Mawson’s theatre agent, 
Harry Hughes, whose background was in music halls, wrote explaining that 
the lecture would have been ‘a complete failure if put on in London’. A trial 
audience told him bluntly that it was ‘rotten’: it was ‘too dry and scientific and 
there were not enough penguins’. A new version must be got up that tied-in 
with the most exciting parts of the book. It should not be like a university 
lecture but an entertainment realistically geared to the tastes of London 
audiences. As Mawson could not come to London, Hughes suggested they 
use separate texts. ‘I have been solidly engaged on your Pictures for some 
twelve weeks’, he wrote, ‘cutting, editing, censoring, writing and re-writing 
until it was licked into shape’. Only when the narrative was established in 
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the most dramatically effective order would Hughes go ahead with the costly 
development and tinting of film sequences. Mawson was appalled to learn 
that sequences of his ship sailing in to the pack ice were used later, as if it 
were sailing out, and that sequences documenting scientific work must be 
relieved at regular intervals by penguins. ‘In London’, Hughes explained, 
‘a film lecture must be absolutely popular as the majority of Londoners are 
quite superficial, and only go to places of amusement to be amused’.22 

The British and North American tours of The Home of the Blizzard had 
therefore been Mawson’s media events, not Hurley’s. But when Hurley left 
London in 1918 he negotiated the Australasian rights to three travelogues 
of polar exploration: his own The Home of the Blizzard and In the Grip of the 
Polar Pack Ice, and Ponting’s With Captain Scott in the Antarctic. Each had its 
own lantern slides, sequences of film and lectures: they were not single, stable 
texts, but repertoires of texts in different media that could be assembled to 
take advantage of different commercial opportunities. Even before leaving 
England, Hurley began to re-shape them into new forms and combinations 
from which he would create his own shows. For the Shackleton film he 
prepared a new lecture from his diaries, which were a rich source of copy 
to be re-worked in the form of lectures, books, articles and advertising. To 
distinguish his own celebrity from Shackleton’s – who was still lecturing 
in London – he developed the persona of an adventurer-cameraman and a 
tale of photographic stunts in which the central episode was his retrieval of 
the canisters of exposed film and glass plates from the wreck of Endurance. 
For the Mawson film, he re-wrote Mawson’s lecture, as Hughes had already 
done for the London premier. He wrote to Mawson from Alexandria, ‘we 
are at present on your lecture & I am slightly modifying the working & 
re-arrangement of the slides. … Have devised numerous stunts to improve 
the synchronisation’. Back in Sydney, he ran through the film and slides 
repeatedly at the Kodak Laboratories, fine tuning their relation to the now 
heavily modified lecture. He wrote again, ‘I devoted myself to altering the 
lecture to suit my ideas of presentation (copying Ponting’s style). It reads 
well & have arranged the words to synchronise’.23

The ‘Art of Synchronising’ was the subject of an article in the Sydney 
press, probably written by Hurley as a tie-in promotion for the world 
premier of Sir Ross Smith’s Flight at the Sydney Town Hall on 8 June 1920. 
It is addressed to ‘the layman who cares to take a peep inside a moving 
picture studio’, and explains the ‘serious business’ of making ‘a descriptive 
picture – usually dubbed “a scenic” – that is, screened in conjunction with 
a lecture’. Initially, the scenes are taken with the cinematograph camera: 
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there might be as many as 40 different scenes, each of which is developed 
and tinted separately: 

But it is when the film is complete and the lecturer sits down to complete 
his stuff that the greatest difficulty comes in. … he measures the length of 
every scene, and writes his lecture accordingly. But it’s hard and annoying 
sometimes. There might be only 40 feet of film on a very interesting 
incident, an incident about which he could talk for perhaps 10 minutes 
… but he still could not possibly say more than 80 words. … And there 
is another phase to be considered. At some stages the audience would 
be sure to applaud. They might applaud at one scene or incident for a 
minute. … so it is essential for him to go right through the film and 
make allowances as his guesses suggest.24 

‘The Art of Synchronising’ explains the travel lecture’s formal dependence 
on visual media. But that relation was also inscribed thematically by the 
written text’s mimicking of visual effects. In Hurley’s travel writing, these 
special effects include the presentational aesthetic, the collage and dissolve, 
and the new perspective made available by aerial photography. 

Travel	Writing’s	‘Special	Effects’

In all aspects of a travelogue, there was a tendency to self-reflexivity, 
toward what Tom Gunning calls ‘the cinema of attractions’: ‘the film 
lecturer focuses attention on the attraction. … the film then performs its 
act of display … [and] the key role of the exhibitor showman underscores 
this act of monstration’.25 This was distinct from post-modern reflexivity: 
while the latter is produced by the inability to suspend disbelief and a scep-
ticism about representation, modern ‘attraction’ was produced by wonder 
at the display of the new technologies. This presentationalism infects the 
written text as well as the showman’s stage and screen practice, partly by 
a cross referencing from one to the other, so that the written texts mimic 
the presentational effects of the travelogue. This includes reference to the 
lecturer’s celebrity as an adventurer-cameraman, and a foregrounding of 
both the difficulties of producing the film during the originary event, and 
the experience of cinematic illusionism – the sense that the events are 
‘really’ present to the eye.

The promotional material Hurley designed for the Australian tour of In 
the Grip of the Polar Pack Ice in the summer of 1919–1920 brings together 
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all of these attractions in an exorbitant display of texts and imagery. In its 
very busy-ness, a half-page advertisement in the Brisbane Daily Mail evokes 
the popular entertainment values of thrills, variety and spectacle, and the 
modern fascination with collage and media convergence (Figure 1).26 The 

Figure 1. Newspaper advertisement for In the Grip of the Polar Pack Ice, 
Brisbane Daily Mail, 9 December 1919, NLA Ms 883, Series 2, Item 33.
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illustration features Hurley and his cine camera in the foreground, sug-
gesting that this is not just a film about the wreck of Endurance, but one 
about the making of the film of the wreck of Endurance, and its survival 
and subsequent screening in Australia by the ‘intrepid’ Hurley. To promote 
this aspect of the film’s ‘attractions’, Hurley told and re-told the story of 
his rescue of the negatives from the submerged ship, which became the 
core of his promotional strategy. One Sydney journalist thought the story 
‘reads like a chapter from a sensational novel’.27 He was partly right, but 
the genre Hurley sought most to imitate was the travelogue itself, which his 
journalism was meant to publicise. It was also meant to carve out a space 
for Hurley’s celebrity as distinct from Shackleton’s, and to foreground the 
film – its making, rescue and current presentation:

In narrating the story of the rescue of the Shackleton Polar Expedition, 
I ask my readers to imagine the awfulness of the disaster which overtook 
the party of which I was official cinematographer. … I had premonitions 
of the doom of the ‘Endurance’ a month prior to the disaster. … I had 
sealed up the films I had already taken in double hermetically sealed 
tins. It was due to this precaution that the pictures were saved. …. The 
darkroom was crushed in. … the wreck was still held up by the pressure 
ice, and with one of the sailors I paid a visit … After hacking our way 
through the wreckage, we located the cases of films beneath feet of mushy 
ice. … I tossed up with Seaman Howe as to who should dive in. 
 I lost – and dived!
 The ice-clad cases were passed up one by one. The wreck was groaning 
under the pressure, but I kept saying to myself, ‘Keep cool!. …
 Those film cases and I became inseparable during the six months 
we drifted on the ice-floe. … but our luck held out, and we reached 
England safely. On opening the cases the Antarctic air came out with 
a hiss, and I found all my films and negatives to be intact. Not a single 
foot of film had been lost. Not a single negative broken!28

The major theme of Hurley’s travel writing is therefore the practice of 
picture-making and exhibition, to which it is always ‘tied-in’.

Because of this intimate connection between the performance event 
and its written texts, it is not possible to regard Hurley’s travel articles as 
a genre separate from the travelogue as a staged event. The fact that they 
exist for it and in relation to it is thematically inscribed in the writing. 
Another tie-in article in the Sydney Sun, ‘Saved from the Antarctic’, 
features a signed portrait of Hurley (Figure 2). His autograph is a token 
of his authentic ‘presence’, just as the first-person narrator of the article 



Robert Dixon
68

What was Travel Writing?
69

Figure 2. Frank Hurley, ‘Saved From the Antarctic’, Sydney Sunday Sun, [?date] 
November 1919, NLA Ms 883, Series 2, Item 33.
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mimics the theatrical voice of the lecturer. This punning relation between 
text, voice and image, between Hurley, his writing and his film, is echoed 
in the title, which implies that what was ‘Saved from the Antarctic Ice’ is 
both Hurley and the film he stands before us to present. As a consequence, 
the originary events of the expedition are conflated with the performance 
event that is based upon them:

Those were the conditions under which I took the films which will 
be shown at the New Lyceum next Saturday. Of them one critic 
remarked: 
 “Drama was never more tense than those films of yours, Hurley. 
The reality of them absolutely terrifies me.”
 Drama as tense? Surely there can be no tenser drama than one 
such as that wherein we were the unwilling actors in Antarctica. Love 
of life was our prompter; and the unkindly critic who glared at us from 
the front row of an ice-girt dress-circle was – Death! 

In his travel writing, Hurley therefore played a self-reflexive game about 
cinematic mimesis that goes back to cinema’s appeal as an ‘attraction’. His 
patter suggests that a major effect of the show was its apparent collapsing of 
the distinction between representation and presentation. This is supported 
by Hurley’s presence in the cinema as both adventurer and showman, as 
both a participant in the event and the medium of its re-presentation. The 
same presentationalism is a fundamental strategy of the writing, which 
strives to turn itself through over-wrought verbal and visual puns into stage 
performance and visual imagery. At this vanishing point of the cinematic 
illusion, the film becomes its own subject, the film maker his own actor, 
and travel writing becomes spectacular. 

Hurley’s synchronised lecture entertainments were also pervaded by a 
principle of collage that similarly infects the travel writing: many reviewers 
described his presentations as ‘kaleidoscopic’. The entire performance was 
a kind of collage, juxtaposing discrete sequences of film and lantern slide 
projection. In still images, too, Hurley’s love of combination printing was a 
form of vernacular modernism that has certain affinities with the high-mod-
ernist practice of montage. The masterly hand-coloured lantern slide he used 
to introduce Pearls and Savages (Figure 3) is a composite made from dozens 
of individual native ‘types’, and similar principles were used in the layout 
of associated newspaper advertisements and articles. The large illustration 
captioned ‘Aristocracy of Papua’, appearing in the Sunday Sun of 9 October 
1921, is a black and white combination print of native ‘types’ accompanied 



Robert Dixon
70

What was Travel Writing?
71

by one of Hurley’s tie-in articles whose punning title, ‘Papuan Snapshots: 
Almost Every National Type’, announces the formal connections between 
text and image. The written text plays on the collage principle in its use 
of sub-headings to juxtapose native ‘types’, each of whom is presented in a 
brief descriptive vignette: ‘Belle of Mekeo’, ‘Water Carrier’, ‘Eroro Warrior’, 
‘Orokavan Widow’, ‘Japanese Diver’. Hurley uses the terms ‘assembly’ and 
‘composite’ to describe this principle, which, again through word-play, crosses 
over from his photographic and screen practice into his writing: 

To endeavour to convey anything beyond a most superficial impression 
of Papuan types and customs in a single article is impossible. … With 
that fidelity which photography alone can compass, I recorded types and 
customs from almost every quarter of Papua. Now the scattered elements 
are gathered in a concentrated composite, they produce a brilliant and 
amazing assembly.29 

Figure 3. Frank Hurley, title for Pearls and Savages, coloured glass lantern slide, 
NLA Frank Hurley Collection, PIC FH/801.
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A second stage and screen technique that Hurley imitated in his writing 
is the slide dissolve. An unidentified review described the technique: ‘At the 
Globe yesterday, “Pearls and Savages” was accompanied by the Captain’s 
own interesting lecture, which was well timed with the screening of each 
scene. The film was made even more attractive by the occasional use of 
coloured slides, which folded into each other with artistic effect’.30 Here, 
now, is Hurley’s description from ‘Papuan Snapshots’ of one of the native 
types, the ‘Widows Pipeclayed and Mournful’: 

In far Membare I visited a small village called Embeo. The moon was just 
peeping above the palm crests, and the fireflies were playing in scintillating 
swarms over the mirror of the river. … when a party of ghosts came from 
out a dingy hut and squatted around a fire. This coterie of white spectres 
– like animated marble – were divine studies in the nude. 
 I left the fireflies and told my interpreter to command the ghosts to 
remain. Distance, like moonlight, lends enchantment to many a scene. 
The living Venuses, on closer investigation, resolved into evil-looking 
old ladies heavily pipe-clayed from crown to toe. 

As the technical term ‘resolve’ indicates, Hurley is drawing here on practices 
familiar to his readers from the Edwardian theatres and music halls: the 
tableau vivant, often associated with sexual titillation, the pantomime’s 
transformation scene, and the showman’s dissolving of one slide projection 
into another, the basis of the popular lantern shows about ghosts called 
phantasmagoria. And in the finest music-hall tradition, the humour in 
turning Venuses into witches is at the expense of the audience. 

Another of Hurley’s ‘special effects’ was aerial perspective. ‘At the turn 
of the century’, writes Paul Virilio’, ‘cinema and aviation seemed to form 
a single moment. By 1914, aviation … was becoming one way, or perhaps 
even the ultimate way, of seeing’.31 As I have argued elsewhere, Hurley’s 
coverage of the London to Sydney air race in the summer of 1919 brought 
to Australian audiences the new aerial perspective, and with it a sense of 
participation in international modernity.32 The Sydney premier of Sir Ross 
Smith’s Flight was supported by a press campaign featuring the novelty of 
aerial photography. A tie-in article in the Sydney Sun asked, is ‘a photograph 
of the harbour, taken by Captain Hurley in the Vickers’ Vimy … “news”? 
The answer was ‘yes’: ‘Because these photographs are taken from a new 
view-point … which hitherto it has been impossible for us to reach’. Many 
Sydney newspapers featured full-page souvenir photographs of the city and 
its harbour from the air. An article in the Sydney Morning Herald was titled 
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‘Photographer on the Wing’, while Harrington’s Photographic Journal devoted 
an entire issue to the techniques of aerial photography.33

Hurley’s travel writing mimicked the effects of this ‘new view-point’. An 
advertisement for Sir Ross Smith’s Flight, almost certainly written by Hurley, 
labours to suggest its effects, and again we hear the practised voice of the 
showman, spruiker and lecturer:

You’ll see one-half of the globe spinning beneath your feet – cities, towns, 
rivers, mountain peaks – all strange to you, yet brought so close you feel 
like reaching out and touching them. You’ll almost feel the insufferable 
heat as the Vimy ploughs her way through the skies above the steaming 
deserts – you’ll shiver, even as the ‘men who did it’ might have, as you 
are entrapped in the drenching, torrential rains of the Near East – you’ll 
clench your teeth and hang tight to the seat as the giant ‘plane swoops, 
dives and swirls through the vast open spaces of the air route.34 

Hurley was pleased that so many of his aeroviews were reproduced by 
the Sydney press and he wrote a number of descriptive essays on the theme, 
including an ‘exclusive’ for the Sun, ‘Sydney from the Skies. Seen from 
the Vimy’: 

Below us lay the city and Port Jackson. Starboarding our rudders, in the 
most graceful of curves we swept out over Coogee-Bronte-Bondi, to the sea 
beyond. With the sun flashing our propellers and glinting our varnished 
wings, Vimy swung like a gigantic flying fish out over the sea. …
 Almost in a flash Botany Bay comes into view – the aerodrome 
below, a carpet of green – a ring of waving specks. Sir Ross puts her nose 
down – the engines are throttled. Like a tornado we rush at the ground 
– a wild thrill of exhilaration – 65 miles per hour. The wheels touch; you 
can just feel the ground. The rush past of the earth – an indescribable 
feeling of exaltation, of terrific speed, of objects in the front growing 
larger, at an amazing pace – a crowd waving and cheering wildly – a 
slackening in pace. The world moves by more slowly, and the Vimy has 
come to rest!35

Hurley’s prose here recalls the early cinema’s close relation to the fairground 
in exhibitions such as Hale’s Tours, in which films taken from moving ve-
hicles were screened in theatres designed to resemble the interior of buses 
and trains.36 Wolfgang Shivelbusch termed this ‘panoramic perception’: ‘the 
traveller sees the objects, landscape, etc., through the apparatus that moves 
him through the world.’37
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The	Serialisation	of	Travel	Writing

At the height of his career in the 1920s, Hurley tried his hand at a new 
genre of travel writing: the illustrated serialisation of his travel articles 
and diaries in newspapers and magazines. As well as providing a profitable 
new outlet for his writing and still photography, they created a climate of 
anticipation for his travelogues in the major cities in Australia, Britain 
and North America, and enhanced the intelligibility of his silent films for 
their first audiences.

The first major serialisation comprised about twenty articles from his first 
tour of Torres Strait and Papua, appearing in the Sydney Sun from the 16 
January 1921, and leading up to the premier of Pearls and Savages at the Globe 
Theatre in December. A dozen articles from the second Papuan expedition 
appeared, again in the Sun, between 21 October 1922 and February 1923. 
By the second series, Hurley had established the distinctive features of his 
travel journalism, which very closely follow the conventions of his lectures. 
He had learned to mimic the sensational and sometimes melodramatic first-
person voice of the showman. He had begun to explore affinities between 
print layouts and the modalities of still and cine film, either elaborating on 
a single image or juxtaposing series of short, dramatic episodes. In its puns 
and colloquialisms, his writing mimicked the attractions of the cinema and 
music hall, often exploiting its sexist and racist patter; and like the cinema 
of attractions, his articles referred self-consciously to the technologies of 
travel and representation – the aeroplane, radio, newsprint, photography 
and cinema. Their titles, which resemble the inter-titles of the silent screen, 
include ‘First Papuan Flight. Extraordinary Scenes. Hurley’s Graphic Story’; 
‘Capital of the Swamps. Where the World is a Long Way Off. Inexpressible 
Gloom’; ‘With Hurley in Unknown Papua. The Mighty Fly River. Terrible 
Jungle Storms’; ‘Head-Hunters’ Citadel. Gruesome Human Relics. Victims’ 
Stuffed Heads. Hurley’s Thrilling Exploration’; and ‘Wonders of the Wireless. 
At Sea off Cairns. Time and Space Abolished’. 

Although not a great reader, Hurley was drawn to the adventure fiction 
of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century writers like Jules Verne, H. 
Rider Haggard, Arthur Conan Doyle and Joseph Conrad: while returning to 
South Georgia in 1917 to re-shoot footage lost in the wreck of Endurance, 
he spent much of the voyage reading Rider Haggard’s She.38 The language 
and narrative conventions of these ripping yarns, which themselves reflect 
conventions of both the popular stage and periodical press, are especially 
evident in the serialisations of his travel writing and diaries in the North 
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American press. The Los Angeles Metropolitan introduced them as ‘a tale of 
adventure rivalling the most fanciful Conrad narrative of lost cannibal tribes 
and unknown lands’.39 The re-titling of the travelogue Pearls and Savages 
as The Lost World for its North American tour was probably intended to 
resonate with Arthur Conan Doyle’s ‘Professor Challenger’ novel of the 
same title, which appeared in 1912. An editorial introducing the series, ‘My 
Adventures Among Cannibals’, in the Boston Sunday Post in April-May 
1924 seems deliberately to allude to this recent novel: 

“They might lop our heads off any moment, so we never relaxed our 
vigilance”, said Captain Frank Hurley, who is now in Boston. 
 Penetrating into a jungle of the Lost World, Captain Hurley 
accomplished one of the most daring adventures in modern times. …

The first instalment of Hurley’s serialisation follows: 

New Guinea is a land stranger than the exaggerated romancing of fiction. 
There are still vast unexplored regions within the heart of the island, 
where prehistoric creatures dwell, unchanged and far removed from 
what we call civilization. …
 Finding it impossible to proceed on foot, I equipped a second 
expedition with seaplanes and set out on what surely was the strangest 
of the many adventures of my life. 
 After many harassing experiences in the air, owing to the turbulent 
conditions above the swamps, we at last reached the realm of this lost 
world. We might have been flying above the desolate plains and swamps 
of the planet Mars.40 

Although some of these passages show signs of light editing by American 
journalists, it is remarkable how little Hurley’s prose changes from his diaries, 
to their various newspaper incarnations, and their eventual publication in 
book form. The following passage, for example, cited here from a major North 
American serialisation in McClure’s Magazine in 1924, remains virtually 
unchanged in its many printings in these different genres: 

We made a beautiful landing right alongside the Eureka, which, this 
evening, floats with her electric lights ablaze, only a few hundred yards 
away from as weird and ancient a village as can be found on earth. Seeing 
the great gaping dubus and Ravis silhouetted against the moon, and the 
Seagull reposing in the moon’s track on the water, I seem to be living in 
some uncanny drama created by the imagination of Jules Verne. Here 
the most ancient and primitive forms of human life have welcomed to 
the shores of a time-old lake the motor ship and the airplane of civilized 
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whites. There is something eerie about the whole experience – it is as 
if we had entered another planet.41 

Hurley’s narrative voice gives us a clear impression of how he must have 
lectured, using his celebrated stage-presence to introduce one sequence or 
vignette after another, each corresponding to either a sequence of film or a 
lantern slide. The writing is a simple though effective fusion of adventure 
fiction, sensational journalism, synchronised lecturing, stage ‘patter’ and 
the ‘word painting’ commonly found in travel book letterpress. 

It is a tribute to his professionalism that during 1926 Hurley was engaged 
by the Sydney radio station 2FC to develop a series of radio ‘adventure 
talks’. Under the title ‘Tales of Adventure. Exception in Broadcasting’, the 
Sydney Globe reported, ‘It needs a particularly interesting lecturer to hold 
the attention of radio listeners. … For this reason the Sydney Broadcasting 
stations rarely allow a “talk” of more than 15 minutes’ duration. Station 2FC, 
however, makes an exception of the talks of Captain Frank Hurley.’42 The 
Daily Telegraph agreed that ‘no personality on the air today is so compelling 
as Captain Hurley’, and reported that when 2FC broadcast his serialisation 
of ‘The Head Hunters of Papua’, it received nearly one thousand letters 
in appreciation: ‘Hardened listeners confess that when a Hurley Night is 
advertised at 2FC the whole evening is given up to the pure enjoyment of 
listening to the Captain, and going in imagination with him through all his 
wonderful experiences.’ So successful was the series, that in a later instal-
ment 2FC took its listeners inside his home at Point Piper, where further 
tales were provoked by the souvenirs of his adventures that lay about the 
home.43 No doubt his years of practising ‘the art of synchronisation’ stood 
Hurley in good stead in his venture on to radio. When travel writer Frank 
Clune attempted the move to broadcasting in the mid 1940s, he and his 
ghost writer P.R. ‘Inky’ Stephensen found it a challenge. The ‘technique 
of radio-script is quite different from book-script or newspaper articles’, 
Stephensen advised. ‘Just be “natural” when recording. The text ought to 
help you, as I’m doing it as talk-script in natural speech-phrase’.44 Hurley, 
the seasoned showman, had no need of such advice. 

Travel	Writing	Brought	to	Book

Following its successful Australian tour, Hurley took Pearls and Savages 
on an equally successful tour of the United States. Attracting widespread 



Robert Dixon
76

What was Travel Writing?
77

publicity, he was approached by the publisher George Putnam to prepare 
the illustrated travel book, Pearls and Savages: Adventures in the Air, on Land 
and Sea – in New Guinea. Addressed to an international readership, it ap-
peared simultaneously in New York and London in 1924, where it received 
substantial and highly positive reviews both for the technical excellence 
of its illustrations and the quality of its letterpress. The text was taken 
directly from Hurley’s diaries, which he must therefore have carried with 
him to New York in anticipation. It was followed in 1925 by Argonauts of 
the South, also with Putnams. An American reviewer observed, ‘If proof had 
been wanting that Captain Frank Hurley is an artist with the pen as well as 
with the camera, that proof is supplied by his latest book.’45

The publication of Hurley’s travel books was in one sense the culmination 
of his synchronised lecture entertainments: they were brought into being 
as tie-ins, and the publisher’s interest in the project was aroused in the first 
place by the success of the performance events. But the published travel 
books only emerged, as it were, after the fact, after much of the writing that 
ended up in them had already existed in other forms and done other kinds 
of work during the public life of Hurley’s multi-media entertainments. Being 
brought to book therefore marks an end as well as a beginning: the end of the 
successful seasons of live performance, the end of the texts’ social circulation 
as live events. This was true not only for Hurley’s travel books, but also for 
Burton Holmes’ twelve published volumes of Travelogues (1910), Mawson’s 
The Home of the Blizzard (1915), Shackleton’s South (1919), Ponting’s The 
Great White South (1921), and Lowell Thomas’s With Lawrence in Arabia 
(1925). In each case, the appearance of the book was at once made possible by 
a complex, inter-textual performance event, and also marked its demise. 

Being brought to book also anticipates travel writing’s eventual entry 
into the archive. Not long after Hurley died in January 1962, his widow, 
Antoinette, sold the bulk of his negatives, lantern slides, transparencies, 
diaries, scrapbooks and other papers to the National Library of Australia. 
This was nothing new. In fact, parts of his vast body of work had been mi-
grating discretely into the archives for some time. As early as 1927, Hurley 
had sold most of the negatives and lantern slides from his two expeditions 
to Torres Strait and Papua to the Australian Museum. At different times 
and following diverse pathways, other Hurley material has found its way 
into the Mawson Antarctic Collection at the South Australian Museum, 
the Australian War Memorial and ScreenSound in Canberra, the Mitchell 
Library in Sydney, the Scott Polar Research Institute in Cambridge, and the 
Royal Geographical Society and the Imperial War Museum in London.
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In recent years, ‘the archive’ and ‘the museum’ have become privileged 
sites of cultural analysis and critique. They are, as Foucault and others have 
argued, places of disciplinary regulation and enclosure, where the diverse 
contexts in which texts and objects were once produced, circulated and 
consumed are suddenly destroyed by the techniques of classification, stor-
age and exhibition. This is certainly the effect caused by scrolling through 
the 11,000 Hurley images on the National Library of Australia’s web site. 
Here, images sourced from a variety of formats, including glass and plastic 
negatives, lantern slides, and commercial and exhibition prints, and with 
subjects as diverse as Antarctica, the Middle East, the Gulf of Papua and 
Bondi Beach, resolve and tumble chaotically together on the screen in a 
homogeneous format. It is a stunning example of what spatial theorists call 
time-space compression. Elsewhere in the Library, fragile glass negatives that 
have survived years of world travel lie side by side in cold storage, while in 
the manuscripts collection, alongside the diaries, thousands of travel articles 
and advertisements, press notices, and reviews culled from hundreds of 
newspapers and magazines throughout the English-speaking world quietly 
crumble to pieces in Hurley’s scrapbooks, wrapped in acid-free paper and 
protective plastic bags. 

It is important, though, not to reify ‘the archive’, or to overestimate 
the extent or duration of its regulatory effects. Like other actually-existing 
institutions, the National Library of Australia is not a theoretical construct, 
but a vibrant and innovative public institution actively involved in opening 
its collections to the sometimes unpredictable effects of public exhibition 
and use. After varying periods of stillness and silence, many objects in the 
Hurley collections there and around the world are on the move again, ani-
mated by new forms of publication, circulation and consumption that are 
often initiated by the institutions that now house them. These forms include 
exhibitions, web sites, digitisation of images and diaries, the publication and 
re-publication of illustrated books, television dramas and documentaries, 
videos, DVDs and feature films. In these new locations Hurley’s original 
texts, both written and visual, enter once more into novel combinations 
and produce new meanings. 
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