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Introduction
How to watch a flogging



In the archives of the Düsseldorf Film Museum, appropriately built on the site of a former prison, is a collection of scrapbooks compiled by a cinephile named Mr Goustis.1 Meticulously ordered in strict chronology, they contain a variety of materials including photographs, newspaper reports, publicity shots, film programmes and sheet music relating to the life and career of the popular German movie star Zarah Leander. In one particular book, devoted to the year 1937, are numerous clippings associated with Leander’s breakout role as convicted felon Gloria Vane in To New Shores (‘Zu neuen Ufern’ 1937), which fictionalizes the lives of convict women in colonial New South Wales.2 Historical accounts of convict transportation to Australia are present in the various programmes Goustis has amassed promoting the film’s release. These have been carefully cut out to feature prominently among other memorabilia.

That Goustis should treasure stories about convicts in the Parramatta Female Factory, a site of secondary punishment in penal colony Sydney, is a striking example of how cinema shapes historical understanding. The influence of cinema’s materiality on audience engagement with the past is immediately apparent when flipping through the scrapbook’s pages. Film and television are the most industrial of art forms, leaving evidence of more than just sound and vision through the many and varied materials produced via interactions with other forms of mass culture and society itself. As a result, films like To New Shores have helped audiences negotiate relationships with history in both a collective and an individual way. The scrapbooks are an example of such processes at work. They provide the historian with rich insight into the film’s mass reception via a range of written reviews and responses. Their many pages, carefully crafted over time, also speak to a more intimate cinematic attachment, a personal form of history making through the act of collecting and preserving movie ephemera.3 The collector’s knowledge of convict life in Australia was undoubtedly informed by his fascination with the representation of history in To New Shores, as evidenced 
by the materials gathered in his scrapbooks. How such visions of the past were made, presented and then understood by viewers like Goustis is central to the concerns of this book.

To New Shores and Goustis’s scrapbooks are reminders that you don’t have to be Australian to find the country’s convict history fascinating; however, both are unusual in their German provenance. Unsurprisingly, most films and television programmes concerned with convicts transported to Australia have been produced in Australia, for Australian audiences. Convict history is an intrinsic part of the national story. Its immediacy and legacy have generated a strong cultural, social and intellectual tradition evaluating the nation’s beginnings as a penal colony and its founding prisoner population.

The arrival of the First Fleet in 1788 at Botany Bay in New South Wales marked the genesis of a unique settler society. Between 1788 and 1868, more than 160,000 people were transported to the various colonies that would later become Australia.4 Of a majority Anglo-Celtic background, their offences ranged from petty theft to political rebellion, their sentences often handed down as a commutation of the death penalty.5 While privilege and patronage sometimes followed from home, those who were banished experienced divergent destinies. The penal system evolved significantly over time. Never settling on a uniform method of punishment, it put individuals to work for the crown, or assigned them to free settlers or landholders who were sometimes themselves ex-convicts, known as emancipists. This could include more comfortable billets, such as record keeping and government administration, or harder duties such as farm labouring and public works constructing roads, bridges and buildings. The sheer diversity of roles set at almost all levels of society made convict labour critical to the development of the Australian colonies. Good behaviour was sometimes rewarded with tickets of leave, which granted probation before a sentence expired, although such convicts were still subject to regulation and surveillance. Meanwhile, further recalcitrance during a sentence could lead to incarceration at sites of secondary punishment such as Port Arthur, Macquarie Harbour and Norfolk Island. Though important elements of the system, particularly in its later years, these places were not the fate of most convicts despite their subsequent grip on the public imagination. The sheer variety of outcomes for convicts transported to Australia has presented historians with a challenge: grappling with how to fairly represent the complexity of the convict experience.

As transportation gradually ceased in the mid-nineteenth century, those in former penal colonies struggled to reconcile with their convict beginnings. In 
Van Diemen’s Land, wild celebrations marked the departure of the last convict ship in 1853. Hoping to unshackle the island from its prison image, the colony quickly adopted the name Tasmania. Comparable efforts in New South Wales and elsewhere placed the convict story in a distant past or sought to erase it altogether. Conversely, others – including many former convicts – embraced what historian Anna Clark has described as ‘vernacular’ counter narratives that insisted it not be forgotten.6 Literature, song and poetry carried convict memory into the twentieth century, as did nationalist periodicals, magazines, and working-class histories that recognized, and even venerated, their legacy.7 With the professionalization of Australian history, an ever-increasing interest in convict lives generated a major historiography. This has variously assessed convict criminality against the fairness of the penal code, passed judgment on the morality of convict women, considered their capacity as workers, and examined networks of transportation alongside the movements of goods and peoples across empires.8 The ideas and debates that emerged from such studies were often tied to broader conversations about the national character.9

In one of the most enduring attempts to uncover the country’s ‘national mystique’, historian Russel Ward opened his seminal work, The Australian Legend (1958) by citing De Tocqueville’s famous edict on the importance of understanding one’s national founders:


The entire man is, so to speak, to be seen in the cradle of the child. The growth of nations presents something analogous to this; they all bear some marks of their origin; and the circumstances which accompanied their birth and contributed to their rise, affect the whole term of their being.10



The idea that Australia’s birth as a penal colony should ‘bear some [lash] marks’ on the present-day populace has led to convict histories being repeatedly caught up in efforts to define Australian national identity. This has in turn shaped their popular memory. Tied to themes of crime, punishment and exile, convict transportation was initially seen by many as an unworthy and shameful origin story – contradictory to the celebratory and triumphalist narratives often associated with myths of nationhood. This sentiment gave rise to the idea of the country’s ‘birth stain’, a social stigma with collective and personal consequence, that led many Australians to view a convict ancestor as an ignominious endowment. Scholars exploring convict memory in the first half of the twentieth century generally emphasized the censorship brought about by this phenomenon, agreeing that convict histories were masked by many decades of ‘embarrassed 
silence’11 until roughly the 1970s when, as John Spurway has argued, ‘for the first time, Australians began to look for their convict past in the face’.12 Following this, the story goes, attitudes shifted: shame gave way to widespread acceptance and interest in convict histories. Many Australians embraced their convict heritage. Archives and libraries released convict records for research purposes. Former penal stations were deemed worthy of conservation, some became memorials to the penal system. Convicts were even proudly lauded as
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