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The main stream of traaiticn in Austrelian
iiteratu?%nﬁgstﬁguéﬁgg'Been seen as being
nationelist, xExkxxxxxma dewocratic and realist.
Before this tiue, writers were concerned with
tre exotic ana the utopian, but in general they
continuea to see this countr; through European
eyes, either socially or topographically. bBut
once Lawson and raterson arrived in the pages of
the Bulletin, the bushman joined the bush and
sustralian literature was born. The values of
outbackery reigned from that ti_e until ratrick
white atarted to g uestion them with a view
which was both wore realistic and more visionary

than any of his predeuessors.

This view has in recent years been questioned
by'such critics as Vincent Buckley, who puts in
its place his notion of two streaums of tradition,
the utopian and the vitalist.¥ according to this
view, the utopian stream rises in tne last
quarter of the nineteenth century, only to turn
bittér zfter the defeat of the workers in the
middle 1890 's. Thereafter the vision of a utopia
being realizedz in and for the whole of society
was transmuted into a lyric vision of an
unattainable perfection beyond original sin in
either the prehistoric pust or in a country
idyll of the present. As utopianifif de arts in
this manner frow its humanisuvic origins it
ap,roaches closer to its alternative

tradition, vitalism.



. Vitalism is an insistence on energy, or XX
will, or mm a belief in the evelving powers

of nature, or in Dionysian revelry, or

in tue importance of the ecstdic moment. oreman,
Henr, Handpl Richardson ana A.u.HoQ?ére seen

as writers iﬁifﬁ&&ggi by the concept of will,
particularly when embodied in the creative ZExXxc<
artist. rhe Dionysian ecstatics are led by
lorman Lindsay, and include in their numoers
such figures zB the earlier Slessor,

Fitz gerald ana Stewart, and in more recent
times Ray mathew. lhese writers tend to

invoke a Dionysian amorul aristocracy of
superior individuals who will redeem an

otherwise barren land.

Although the distinction between these
two lines of development is an important one,
it can conceal a more important underlying
unity, particularly in Australian fiction.

The Australisn novelist may subscribe to
either of these codes as a solution and an
aspirgtion, but the common element in
Australian fiction is not the solution but

the originating situation, which is character-
istically one of failure, a fzilure of

human beings to realize their own aspirations.

This sense of failure is no doubt a
proauvci of tue siclai iaCue O ucivabt b t..e
nands of mature and at the hands of the banks.
To the extent that it is merely a defeat of

utopian hopes, it would be parallelled iu -4f€1
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-Henry Lawson,

Jawerrcan riction, but whereas the American °
novelist reacts by an obsess®on with guilt und
innocence, the Aystralian writer is wore lixely

to adopt an attitude of pathetic nostalgia.

Wwe can fina the origins of this attitude
in the work of uienry Lawson, although Marcus
Clark, i8LThe Term of his Natural Life,

foreshadows the same phenomenon. In Lawson's

most consistently developed work, Joe wilbon?

we are presented with a bush idylli of courtship
and marriage, but not sex or passion. This idylly
however, is not presented so much as an 1dezal,
but as one of the few moments in an adult life
when a man can expect to be happy. 1t is set
apart in contrast to man's normal lot. Before

the story proper opens, Lawson bpends_gﬁage
cataloguing the "many times when a healthy boy

is REpExx happy" and the "tianes"(note the zbsence
of the qualifying adjective), "the times when,

a man is happy." 5 But even this cheerful note

is qualified by the digreszion where the

narrator explains that he hiauself was not a
healthy minded boy, but a 'poet by wmistake,' and
the warning that these courting days 'will never
come again.' The happiness in a man's life, in
other words, is confined to the years of childhood
and youth, and even this happiness is unlikely to
be grunteu to the sensitive individual. Je have
here the genesis of Lawson's democracy, which is
not so much a proletariat as a brodt.erhood of

those who suffer but endure.



4A.A.Phillips, Lthe Aust-
ralian [radition, second
edition,1966, p.b62.

5Lamson, ope.cit. p.71.
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Lawson's treutment of the syakkexx sq uatter,
Black, is instructive in this regard. Black 1is
& squatter of the o0ld school who sits on XRKE a
&3Fikexs with Joc Wilson while the latter
explains his &mtention to marry. Black, although
a sqmatter, and therefore a class enemy, is
portrayed sympatheticalliy. This is not entirely,
as A.A.Philli_:s suggests, because he is one of
the old school, @ member of the Bushmen's
Guild,4 who has worked zlongsiue his men in the
early years of nhardship. the other sq uatter
mentioned in these stories, wall, reverses the
pattern, for in his case he is the unyielding
tyrant and his son the sympathetic human.
Black is a bushman, but more importantly he is
one of the brotherhodd of the failed.

g '". hut did you say, boss? I said.
'"Nothing, Joe," he said. "I was going to
sqy a lot, but it wouldn't be any use. My rzther

used to say a lot to me before 1 was married."

'I waited a while for him to speak.

'"Well, boss," I said, "what about Mary?"

'"Oh!1 suppose that's zll right, Joe," he
said. #Xxyx "1 - I beg your pardon. 1 got
thinking of the days when I was courting Mrs.
Black."'6

Black is one of the fuiledy His courting
days are over, and a.l he has left is nostalgia.
As we learn later? young Black is a quite
different type from his father, so all the ola
man's achievements go for nothing. Human
happiness is czvanescent, success an illusion, and

aateship the only refuge.
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Joe wilson's courtship is destined to €
’U- 4 e

‘_ggnﬂseée&—by the saxne attern of fui.ure. By

the seconu story, Brighten's @ister-in-law, -
actuzally the first of the series to be writilen -
Jue is wuiready noticing that he and Mary .re
growing apwrt, that they do not seem to be
able to finu anything to say to euch other these
days. He dreams futilely of how, once 'things
clear zhead a bit,' he will take more notice of
his wife and child, but the agoniz.ng truth is
brought home to him in the boy's naive remark,
'"You never has time to know Jim ut home."‘b
Against this record of stew.dy human decline all
there is to set is an occasional success, like
the crop of potatoes, and the culminating
wchievement of the double buggy he brings home
to Lahey's Creek for Mary. But these moments (.}
success carry little weight against the picture
of the wilson's neighbour, Mrs. Spicer, in whom
Joe sees a vision of what Mary will come to,
and whose poor geraniums are no &Siﬁ secure a
tie on decency than is Joe's buggy. Beyonu even
her story, we have the despairing imagery of tks
terrible deaths, in her yarns, the haunting
memory of past comfort in her manner, and the
surrounding presence of grey bush add wretched
towns which controls thegéll.g

In this series of stories we have a nother

motif which is to remain a feature of australi:zn

wrkting, é;y. i to that of ‘9ther
i d_“\guica This

is the record of a slowly decuaying marriage, a

marriage which decays not because of the battle

of the sexes or the inability to achieve the
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perfect harmony of l.Ie forces, but merely
because of the decay of inaividuais auring the

passing years. Although Joe «ilson concludes

with the triumphant arrival of the buggy, we
know that this is only a temporary reprelive,
and that eventually he will join his mates on
the wallaby, to reminisce nostalgically with
Mitchell and the others about the 1littl¢girls
they have left behind. Marriazg8%sRPE&cA®
simul&aneously a@ the supreme ideal in life

and as a symbol of the unattainable.

Joseph Furphy is at once more pessimistic

and more cheerfué?~His characters, including

his narrator anad uzlter ego, Tom Collins,are
trapped in the unbrediizle chains o cir2$mbt¢ncg
circumstance which is,of thda r own‘mztzng'b ut

eliboate N

not of their oan choosing. Yet Furphy does

nof aliow the sentimental I-wish-it-huad-been- 3
otherwise which is characterisgtic of Lawson.
although he ZExXxx ridicules =%+ the falths

wnich his chaithers have adwpteu7—er been born

or t\.ﬂ.uc opt

into,Aﬁo make sense of life's vicissitudes,

including Tom's own naive belief in his o]
¥ A

unerring ability to read charawcter, his F

. " 1
stance is, inwiliﬁiﬁgiﬁaeggdg, a2 warm,
untheoretical concern for other men.'lO This,

like Lawson's mateship, which mmx® Furphy
endorsesjiZéEj?&uivocaliy than wallace-Cruboe
aliows, is not so much a creed, far less a
utopian faith, u® a refuge against the

impossibility of any more lasting success.



11

"
porteansl of
TheAfaiiure in Furphy's book is in fact
far more radical than Lawson's more generali: ed
atmosphere. Furphy scoffs at the notion thav
all the deadbeats(?ndgjgg;gmmore fortunate,
but the characters in his book fail quite
specificaiiy. Seeve Thompson has a curse upon
him, and fails to gain the business success he
seeks, liosey Alf faiiz v 11na warrigal, just
as ''om fails w0 unuerstand the import of
Wwarrigal's stories, and Warrigal in his turn
had failed to understand the truth of his love
for Molliy, and she of his. Rigby, 1n the portion
of the novel whicn became Rigby's itomance,
failed to achieve his socialist aspirations in
the reality of his own lite, by missing marriage
itself in his chase after the wili-0U'-the wisp
politiczl idea. Tom fails most of all - he
fails to save the swagman, RAXkXXEX is responsibls
for the tragic failure in Rory (G'Halloran's life,
fails to assist Anarew Glover but succeeds in
landing him in ggol, helps warrigal Alf but also
sends hiw off to Queensland away from I“bll:,r,‘)"‘*“L
fails to escape from the wi.es of Mrs.
Beadskart, as wildly unsuitzuble a wife for him

as cou:d be found.

Yet deppite this catalogue of failure the
novel gives an impression of cheerfulness. 'his
comes partly from the unfailing resygence of the
bushmen, who may fail but are never defeated.
1t comes &lso from the form of the vook, which
sugsests the apperently random pattern of life

which may always be ready to reveal a surprise
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at its next turning. Tnis is epitomiz ed in the
¢ episode of the swagman whom lom erncounters in the
= ol middle of the dust stord.' i1his man has come from
nowhere eand goes nownere. He has lost his swag,
his tobacco ana his way, and purely byl&fﬁﬁchance
encBiitess Toil, Whe L4 ablS th Bémtede to him-the

\+’.

. , - recital of

éqkaccoq dhuﬁm%%éﬁﬂhihub. There is no emotion 1n\th15 almost
miraculous escape from death by thirsﬁ,; it is

[l aad

told Jjust as anotheglepisode, for such is life.
This attitude can be criticized as lecking in

heart, for if 1t e lumb the depths of the
ot

humzn experience r%—;s_beeausesz suggests that
wenlt be cwever,

any such attempt #® ludicrous,-bwt in its
unillusioned acceptance of the good with the
eS| . : .
bag)ltfachleve§ a tough poise of its own.
NO such bal:znce is achieved in Henry +Handel

Richardson's “Fortunes of richard Mahony,* This

«galn is a story of failure, traced i& egonizing
detail through the course of a marriwuge, but the

cause of the failure is not localized, as

Lawson and Furphy localize theirs in the n.ture

of 1life itself, the one as s&%olized by the

harsh Australian bush, the other in the multiply—

t ricked expanse of the niverina. The opening of

the novel suggests that the camse of failure is
- in a land revenging itself on those who have
Jennifer Pallimore. ravaged its wealth. nowever, dlthough it at first

‘TheFomtunes of kichard
Mahony;mAust. Lit. Crit.,

ed . q(“\ k&n.‘, --‘oth In—\. O‘U‘.?-)
Mf/‘bo“"\&{ /?Ll 4

appears that the field of thiz revenge will be

locelized in Mahony, as the novel ZExEkmyx
proceeds his character gradually comes to aominate
it., The external causes of defeat, symboli:s ed
earlier by the harsh Australian sun .na the

pictures of aleoholic dissolution, are transformed
into an inner ueakness which would, anu does, prove

——
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insuperable in any lznd. The heat returns to .dd
to Mahony's destruction in Burambogie, but by
now it is just an additional complic.tion, rather

then & prime cause,

Yet there is a sense in which the failure
of Mahony c.n Jjustly be attributed to the land
itself, although Richardson escapes behind a
forest of facts from facing up to the ultimate
thule of her experience. For Australi. ofrered
a promise of freedom, or at least the means to
obtaining freedom, while denying the opportunity
to exercise freedom. The buchmen of Lawson und
Furphy gain o« strictly limited leuse of freedom
among their peers at the lowest end of society,
but they also remain zware th:zt the condition of
this freedom is that they remain where they are.
Their socialism is little more than a vague
aspiration that these conditions shoulu be
extended throughout society, but they have no
program by which this mig.t be accomplished, azna
50 it rema.ns only an inspiration for the louder
political ballads, not a practicai code for

defeating the rezlities of everyday life.

By his life and nature Mahony is shut off
even from this solace. His wmbitions to take his
place in English society, or to cooperate in the
construction of its counterpart here, ignore the
source of his means iar either'the practice of his

. tn
profession og\lnvestment in mining. It is his
failure to reconcile the life he wishes to lezd
with the means by which ne must support that life

which brings about his tragic weaknessf“%lienation
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from any society, ani finzl aownfall. Mary, oOn
the other hand, from her narrow practical
viewpoint at first idolizes, ana later ignores
her husband. Because of her lack of dissztisfacta
ion with life az it is she is unable to under-
stand what is happening to her husband, ana thus
to reconcile hiw to the world he must live in.
Despite the assertion =zt the end thut Mahony's
last words, 'uveur wife,' compensate for all the
troubles that have gone before, there hgg.ggéSM&w
a1 ::;é union established between Mahony and Mer,

Lareuspeuwt—tire—mrovetr. They represent alternative,

and egqually limited, responses to the dilemma

of failure. The difficulty is that we ®a sre

not sure that richardson does not endorse them

both. The novel, then, afflicts us terribly

with a sense of failure, but we are lefit in

doubt whether the failure is a part of the

nature of life, against whicn any values must

be asserted, or merely &z pitiful mistake of

people whuse values were inadeguate.

If Richard Mahony leaves us with a feeling

of unexplained traéﬁy, Capricornia's fierce

comedy leaves no aoubt that the source of the
tragedy lies within the nature of life itself.
The novel gives a picture of nature red in

tooth and claﬁ:'but of milky .ildness compured
with the savagery of numan nature. The more
noble the aspirations in the novel, the more
bitter the failure. In a catalogue o. capricious

cruelty, only the insensitive and tne supine
remain free.
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The other 33¥Raki¥® vork which needs to
be considered 1. Katherine rriéhard's
Coonardoo. This book 10r uiice achieves the
aspirations of the social rezlists vy
making the social tragedy real in the lives of
individuals, but it remains a sport ooth an
tiie v’vjﬁc‘v‘ o Owli WO wiau la Australian

literature generally. lhis may be because the
characters in the 000k are ou siwil€a LO

their social rcle to have that complicated

humanity which raises further questions.

This, then, is how 1 see the central
traditionys®k in Austrzlian fiction. There is
an element of vitalism, in the rich energy of
Herbert or the undefined will of Mahony , more

still in the artists of Maurice Guest.The novels
of Ngeman Lindsay, oOr ﬁouis Stone's dJonah,

contﬁin other manifestutions of vitalism, but 4Lﬂ
Carv dou'-’(

nog\in,either,a’setting or characters richly
enough conceived to have had any profound
influence on the development of the Australian
inegination. vtopianism, on the other hand, plays
a small role in wocrks of greater magnitude,
except in the sense of an ill-defined yearning.

Its place is in the works of those who believed

they were imitating the pioneers, but in these,
as Buckley points out, it takes & lyric rather

than either < realistic or a utopian form. It
is significant thal the vein in which minor
Australian writers have excelled iz that of

childhood reminiscence, for the child still has

the full potzntldiuo *fe ahead of hiw, and
O\hp

the adult lm can avoid f¢c1ng the
fact of the fmllure of later life to afchleve
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its early promise.

This is the tradision which has been
modified by the works of ratrick wnite. 1t
may be true that he has disclaiwed his
intention of writing within the tradtfion,
but the very fact of his rejection of the
older modes has been his way of making a
profound change in the tradition itself.

fThe Tree of Manfmzy explore life in af manner

entirely new to Australian writing, but it
explores themes which ncve been present for

at least sixty years.

The most obvious characteristic of

originalicvy in The Tree of Mun is the o

relentless honesty of the gaze white turns

on the life of tne small settliers. This
realism shatters the xdx bush idylls of
writers like Dymphne Cusack or Miles rianklin,
but it is no gieater than the reaii.u with
which Lawson portrayed Hungerford or Gulgong.
what is new, however, is the extension §

of this gaze to take a long and steady look
at the mores of the inhabitants, whom Furphy
did not see, Lawson saw only as figures in
the class struggle, and Herbert saw only as
pawns in a §%§Q§§ game. white looks with
compassion on the more important figures in
his novel, but when he turns to Mrs. Gage, or
to the older Thelma or Madeleine, comedy

dwindles to meanness.
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His more important contribution, however, 1is
the addition of a metaphysiceal dimension. The
earlier nuvelists had been concerned to
establish a pattern in the aftairs of men, but
vhite wishes to go furtner giixiﬁiﬁﬁitﬁggnfggikfzp
as well as pattern, permanence zs well as
temporal success. The fact tanat their aambitions
are little more successful than the more
limited ambitions of their predecessors does

not alter the significaunce of the change.

In the Iree orf Man, Stén seecks permaneuce

trnrough RXxxmxmxkxxfey the achievewent of wue
farm, through a vision oiwgadeleine, through
murriazge, through routine, through God, and {nxglﬁ

k- fv‘s &er in & glob of spittll\e, thut is, through
acceptance. Amy, on the other hadd, seeks
permanence through possession, ana fails. white,
behind the novel, seems to find p;}manence, and
therefore meaning, in the ongoing cycle of life,
in the round of seasons and:the grandson at the
end of the book. But as well as this he is

seale .
é;xfEEEg, through his style, to capture the

permenence which can be found in the essence

of each moment. #y—rmext—bassi—miti—be—to

’

fal b



