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Charles Harpur—A Pioneer of
Australian Literature

Zhou Kaixin (B 7 &)

Judith Wright”,in the “Introduction” to her book Preoccu-
pations in Australian Poetry, provides us with a key to a better
understanding of Australian literature—its rise, growth and
prosperity. It is, in her term, “Australia’s Double Aspect”.

This “Double Aspect” has two layers of meaning, which
may be expressed in two relationships. One is the relationship
between the outer reality and the inner reality, the former being
the natural environment of Australia as a newly-discovered land
and a colony for the transportation of convicts, which was a
vast, wild and weird place, hostile to the transported inhabi-
tants ; the latter being the feelings and attitudes of these inhabi-
tants towards the harsh environment. The other relationship is
one between the sense of exile and nostalgia, as is cherished by
the conservatives, and the sense of liberty and hope, as is repre-
sented by the radicals. In the course of mutual response of these
opposing forces within one unity, Australia and its literature
have grown to the present prosperity.

~ In the colonial period of the history, from the beginning of

the settlement to the mid-nineteenth century, the outer reality

and the inner reality were very much at odds. Australia, to the

exiled Englishmen, was a cursed place; to these God’s creatures

driven into the wilderness full of hardships and tortures, Eng-
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- land was their “Eden”, which they always longed to regain. In
the Australian writing of this period, there was almost nothing
indigenous ;the sense of exile and nostalgia was predominant and
imitation of anything British was a pride. Towards the mid-nine-
teenth century, when these immigrants had struggled for sur-
vival against this unhospitable continent for scores of years, and’
when the first and even second generation of native-born Aus-
tralians had come into existence, many of them found in them-
selves a growth of love for the new land, and having given up the
vague hope of returning “home”, became determined to build up
a paradise of their own out of this barren land.

Nationalism gradually grew among them, and rose to its
height in the 1890s and lasted till after the First World War. The
nationalist movement is the result of the growth.of the radical as-
pect of the inner reality, and is characterised by an effort to
bring the transplanted inhabitants to terms with the new envi-
ronment, a desire for self-assertion and an attempt at indepen-
dence. This movement resulted in the up-building of Australia as
an independent nation and in the formation of Australian litera-
ture as an entity; it also laid the foundations for the further de-
velopment and prosperity of the nation and the literature in the
after years till the present day.

The flag of Australian nationalism in literature was first
hoisted by Wentworth”?, who hails the rise of Australia in his
poem “Australasia” (1823):

See.Australia floats, with flag unfurled,

A new Britannia in another world

While every surge that doth her bosom lave
Salutes her “Empress of the Southern Wave!”.



As A.D. Hope says, “Australasia” is a “plain, vigorous, pas-
sionate, vivid and eloquent. .. public poem, one in which the au-
thor, whose purpose was to devote himself to his country and
who had taken the trouble to know it thoroughly, celebrates it
not only in terms that reflect his own patriotic fervour, but in
terms that all could share”*’.

Charles Harpur (1813~1868) upheld the flag of nationalism
and did more and better for the shaping of the literature so that
he has come to be regarded as the first native-born poet of the
country.

Harpur was the son of ex-convict parents, and a radical in
politics. From childhood, he developed a love for his birth-
place, Hawkesbury, which is reflected in his poems. In “The
Dream by the Fountain”, he writes of his “wildly, wonderously
musing of glory and grace by old Hawkesbury’s side”, and in “A

Storm in the Mountain”, he tells how he was then

A lonely boy far venturing from his home
QOut on the half-wide herd’s dim tracks I roam
A lonely truant, numbering years eleven,

Mid rock-browed mountains heaping up to heaven!

As a poet, Harpur was fashioned and moulded both by the native
force of the new world, and by the influence of the old, especial-
ly the doctrine of the English Romantic poet Wordsworth, whom
he followed as a mentor; both factors contributed to his consci-
entious efforts to integrate himself with the local environment
and his strong sense of a special mission to his country. This
sense of mission is fully expressed in his poem “The Dream by
the Fountain”, a vivid description of a vision wherein he enters
5



into communion with the Muse of the Forest, who sets his mo-
tion thrilling, exalts his spirit and inspires in him an exquisite
awe. The Muse tells him that she has bestowed her “dearest re-
gard” on him since he was a child, “for the fire-robe of Thought
had entwined thee”, and purifies him from “the vile bondage”—
the vain, the false and the “dull fashion”, till she sees his devo-

tion to his beautiful country.

Then would I prompt in the still hour of dreaming,

Some thought of thy beautiful Country again;

Of her yet to be famed streams through dark woods far gleaming—
Of her bold shores that throb to the beat of the main

Till at last I beheld thee arise in devo‘tion.
To shake from thy heart the vile bondage it bore,
And my joy gloried out like a morning-lit ocean,

When thy footfall I heard in the mountains once more!

Be then the Bard of thy country! O rather,
Should such be thy choice than a monarchy wide|
Lo! ’tis the Land of the grave of thy fathers]
'Tis the cradle of Liberty! +--Think and decide.

With deep love, admiration and respect for the Muse, he accepts
the sacred mission confided to him, and on waking up, finds
himself devoted to the Muse, and more determined to work his
way through difficulties and obstacles, to new achievements of

Australian poetry.



Thus seemed she to pass—and yet something remaining,
Like a separate soul in my soul seemed to be
An aching delight—an extension, that paining

My spirit, yet made it more strengthy and free.

No matter how many that [a] blame be anear me,
I feel like a Monarch of Song in the land]

Therefore, from the very beginning, Harpur was conscious
of his purpose in writing. In “My Own Poetry”, he says, “If I
might judge of the moral effect of my own Poetry upon others
from its moral influence upon myself, I should opine that it will
operate healthily upon the heart of my country, and chiet;ly for
good”, “it has never been a mere art with me—a tuneful medium
of forced thoughts and affected passion; but always the vehicle
of earnest purpose ”. To him, poetry is but the audible expres-
sion of the inmost impulses of the poet’s moral being—the very
breath of his spiritual life, and the greatest joy to a poet comes
from his “securing an immortal conception to his kind, by inorb-
ing it with beauty”.

In “On Tennyson”, he declares himself “a man of the woods
and mountains — a wielder of an axe, and mainly conversant
with aboriginal nature—a man made stern and self-reliant, and
then plain, and even fierce by natal nearness to the incunabula
mundi”., So what he aimed at was a hearty, free, bold and open
presentation of the beauty of nature, instead of such “heated,
supersubtle affectation of beauty” as Tennyson displayed in his
poetry.

Harpur was true to his sacred mission; he devoted his whole
life to bringing the Australian landscape into poetry and repre-
senting the local scenes in a natural, original, sincere and

7.



thruthful way. His love for the country and his integration with
Nature gave him the strong poetic faculty and power for the suc-
cessful landscape painting in his descriptive and narrative poems.

In his “Midsummer Noon in the Australian Forest”, he ar-
tistically captures the atmosphere of the noon-day heat and still-

ness ;

Not a bird disturbs the air,
There is quiet everywhere,
Over plains and over woods

What a mightly stillness broods.

All birds and insects, the grasshoppers, the ants, the lo-

custs, etc. keep still and quiet,

And over hills and over plains

Quiet, vast and slumbrous reigns.

But amid the stillness, there is something moving—the dragon-
bornet, humming along from you warm lagoon, “All bedaubed
resplendently with yellow on a tawny ground”; the “bright bee-
tle” gleaming the air, “Till rising in the sunshine higher, its
shards flame out like gems on fire”; “the ever wakeful rill” mur-
muring quietly by, and the gentle stir of the sea of leafy trees
making “Repose” more comfortable. What a beautiful and bliss-

ful place it is! So the poem ends;

O’tis easeful here to lie
Hidden from noon’s scorching eyes,
In this grassy cool recess

Musing thus of Quietness.



“The Creek of the Four Graves” is one of Harpur’s best po-
ems. This narrative poem tells a tragic Blue-Mountain story of
how Egremont, an early settler, accompanied by four of his
mates, sets out to search for new land for his stock, and how
they camp near a creek in the heart of the bush at sunset, and
are assaulted at night by a horde of blacks, and how Egremont
makes a narrow escape while his four companions are killed.
This poem, which makes literary use of history, gives a vivid de-
scription of the Australian landscape. In the opening stanzas,
the glaring and glimmering quality of the sun is presented. The
whole scene is endowed with life and vitality, and is described as
“wildly beautiful”;

Before them, thus extended, wilder grew

The scene each moment—and more beautiful |
For when the sun was all but sunk below

Those barrier mountains—in the breeze that o’er
Their rough enormous backs deep fleeced with wood
Came whispering down, the wide upslanting sea
of fanning leaves in the descending rays

Danced interdazzlingly, as if the trees

That bore them were all thrilling—tingling all
Even to the roots for the very happiness. ~

So prompted from within, so sentient, seemed.

The bright quick motion—wildly beautiful.

The mountain ranges are painted as wildly magnificent under the
glaring sun, with the heights crowdingly rising, their summits
“dissolving in radiance”. The camp fire and the moon at night,

the land-seeker’s joy and fear, their attack and massacre by the
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blacks, are all well presented. Harpur’s tone is serious, but not
gloomy. In the portrayal of Egremont, we see lovable qualities ;

vigilance, composure, bravery, cheerfulness, love of Nature and
faith in the future;

There standing in his lone watch, Egremont,

On all this solemn beauty of the world,

Looked out, yet wakeful, for sweet thoughts of home
And all the sacred charities it held

Ingathered to his heart, as by some nice

And subtle interfusion that connects

The loved and cherished—

With all serene and beautiful and bright

And lasting things of Nature

Towards the end, the poet curses the “bloody deeds” done to his

mates, and expresses his wish for peace and brotherhood:

O God! and thus this lovely world hath been
Accursed forever by the bloody deeds

Of its prime Creature-Man Erring or wise,
Savage or civilised, still hath he made

This glorious residence, the Earth, a hell
Of wrong and robbery and untimely death]

Harpur’s descriptions of the local scenes are always original-
ly vivid and accurate. The bush in “Lost in the Bush” looms
vast, mysterious and awe-inspiring; the wild fire in “The Bush

Fire” is roaring in fury, spreading and sweepingly destructive;
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