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Henry Lawson and tke Bush Myth

'We are, and alwsys have been, two people in one - a race of

Buropeans exiled fr m tnelr own mainstream of developuent, yet
carrying on that stream within thewselves, and a race difierent in
theuwselves because tneir environwment

different.'

and theilir influences are

Judi tin Wright, rreoccupations in Australian Boetry,
Meloourne, 1965, p.1l.




Lawson c

The work of Henry Lawson represents one of the two pissibge responses
by Australians to their situation. One response, tue internationalist,
is to recognize that Australia is cuiturally orovincial, incapaole of
sustaining an independemt culture in the manner of metropolitan centires.
The internationalist seecs the work of tae Australian writer as
belonging within the bread stream of the mnglish literary tracition,
and judges it by tne standards of that tradition. The Australlian work
is significant only to tihe extent tihiat it rises above 1ts purely local
concerns and contributes to our general understanding of man. The
setting is iuportant only =EXXKXEEWEXxwmkzEx in the symbolic sense,
adding, as it m gnt in one ofThomas Hardy's novels, to our sense of the
nature of man's 1life. The nationalist, on the other hand, sees the
setting, thle particular nature of life in Australia, as the central
fact of Australian literature. He seeg all life as controlled by
particular circumstance, and therefore sees the value of Australian
writing in its exploration of the Australian experience., wWork is to

be judged not by its supposed interest to readers remote frowm the life
depucted, but by its contribution ®f to our understanding of ourselves.
At its best, this approach leads to a freshness in appnraising what 1s
valuable; at 1ts worst, wﬁ%ﬁoﬁggorrelation of the distinctive wiith the
worthwhile, it can lead to EEXmERXAXXZKX mere parochialism. 1n

judging Lawson we must recognize thuat his own conceri 1s wita what 1s
distinctively australian,and that as a consequelice ne alters our
perception o1 the possvioilities ol life 1n Australia. dJietaer we accept
or reject him, we can ignore him only at the peril of 1 noring the
condition of our own lives in Australia. Yet 1n attending to him we
need to be aware tiiat he works 1n & larger tradition twen the ~ustrallan,
and consequently we must Jjudge his contribution to this tradition oy
the wider perceptions whicih 1t makes avallable, lect we reduce the
possibilities of our lives to that which 1s distinctive. To 1gnore hia
or inflste him is to be parodaial, bound by the restrictions of our own
environment. single-minded dedication to the Austrelian is an inflaotion
of its importaneg, a refusal to accept 1t as pert of a larger whole;
rejection 1s an equally blinkered atteupt to be whnat we cre not., we
are not at the ceitre of a wetropolltan culture, out provincial. We
take from the wain eulture and we cail contrioute to 1t, out we caniiot
igmre it, as 1t can, ir 1t chooses, 1lghore us. In giving special
attention to our own arts in a wider context we are tierefore loc4ing

af'ter our own proper concerns.



rerhaps the wost iwportent nistorical and ges,repnic fact aoout
Australia io that we are, and tnroughout tue Leriod ol white seticleent
always have been, an urown society. s.uJ.Hope, in writing of her
ci tles/; « - e

« « . . five teeuing sores

zach dfhins her, a vast parasite roouver-state

where second-hand suropeans puliulate

Tiwidly on tne eduge of alien sn.res
- 1s uerely repes~ting the esrlier observat.on and prejudice of Joseph
Furony. Yet it wus the EMEXXxSXXRExEXX editors and puolishers in these
cities who took over the lmuge oI the busnman frow tne ecrlier ovwl.:dists
and, through the worx of rotterson, Lawson and Lueir folliowers,
converted it into an image of the es:ential australian. The question is
what there 1s about this image which has wid. it so apoealing to
Australian reazders.

The most obvious characteristic of Leowson's bush is 1ts ZXTEX
dreariness. A.A.Paillios has remarked that scarcely an 1nch of rain
falls in the whole of Lawson's stories. when we do find woter, 1t is
licely to be in the form of the §%%%g§gﬂg£§%§ﬂﬁﬁ which prevents harry
Dale's homecoming, or the drenching downpour wh.ch nidesdthe fugitives in
'wanted by the Police'. Yet desyite the ARXXIRULRZXTE gloom, the
despalr, the attributes of hell with which Lawson filis his¢$ bush,
it i1s only here tinat he seeus properly at nowe. The despair may be
real, but the realit, is somehow comforting. The coufort is of course
easlest in the coupnaionship of the defeated in bush shhanty or trawller's
hut, but even in a story as grim as 'The urover's wife' or "4 Child in
the Dark' there is a sense of familiarity to ease tne Jain. The stories
ere pathetic, but never tragic, because defeat is ascumed from the
start. The wnterest of the writing is therefore in studying how
individuals weet the fact of defeat. Yet by meeting it on it® own terums,
by not hoping for too much, they peradoxically aclhieve the kind of
victory won by the drover's wife wien her son exclai.s - faisely, we «gncw,

but sincerely *mother, I won't never go drovin'; blarst me if dig, "0
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Wwe recognize the aspiretion towards securit; at the ssie time th

ocknowledge its futility.



The quality we recognize in Lawsoda is nis acce rtance of t..-
countrygide as the place wnere nis aspirati.us cust oe worded out.
ferlier writers had attemoted to rowsnticize or mythologke tne
land, and so their wri ting still seems strange. Like the e T.iel
srtists, they see the landscape through suronean ejes, and
consequently their work now reads strangelys 1t ie writing wuich
in its anxiety to be at howe with tie exotic finishes up belonging
nowhere. we see this particularly in tae colonial poets, narpur
and nendall. In ms 'Creek of tuc rour uraves', nar ur 1s
determined to emonasize the magnificence ol tune scenery, the
terror and herozsum of s theue.

Here nzlting weoried now the sun was set,

wur travellers kindled for their first nignt's cocup

A brisk and crackling fire, which seeumed to thnem

A wiler cre:sture than 'twas elsewnere wont,

Because of the surrounding ssvageness.

ind as they supped, birds of new shape and plue

And strange wild voice came by, and up the steep

Between the cliubing forest grewths they saw

Perched on the bare aoutments of tue hills,

Where haply %@ yet some lingering gleam fell turougo,

The wallaroo look forth., nastward at last

The glow was wasted into formless gloom . . .

As has been noticed elsewhere, the passage 1s influenced by
Wordsworth, but the intent is very different, at least from
Wordsworth at his pbest. Certainly, 1t shares with, say, reter wuseli
the determination to make the reader attend even to the humble
peopie, and to ewphasize the contrast of puny man and mighty nature.
But where in 'Peter Bell' nature acts as a judge of man, or in

the 'Prelude' gives a streggth by which man can rise beyond his
limmtations, here it is presentea Jjust as the setting for great
adventure, The poet i1s determined to show this scenery es veing as
full of beauty, as worthy of our sttentiomn, as the scenery of
nglisn poetry, BxX His words serve to assimilate it into this
xuxXxx®m tradition - 'Here halting wecried now' has echoes of
Milton's heroic action; the hil] where'heaply yet soane lingering gleam
fell through' belongs in tne lake district; the foruless gloom

has the vague apprehension of Wordswortih's spirit of nature without

its purnose,



woods/ . . .

It 1s not tnat the descri. tion is necessuril, incccurate, out
that the words at.end to theuselves instead of to the scene. n&arpur
can see only tnat which 1s sunctioned oy a foreign tr=dition. Frrom
this tradition he weticulously selects the apt ohrase, - 'the uzssing

A deep dusk loveliness, lay ridged and heuped,/ only the more
distimctly for their shade' is both sffecting and srecise - bat the
words serve to alienate the scene, to put it into a gilt frauwe, not
to use 1t as something fowiliar, or even to familisrize it to us.

The wailaroo in the earlier pas.age focusses the strangeness which 1is
in the mind of the reader and the poet rather than inherent in the

scene 1tself.



