
Account for the endurance of the Ned Kelly legend in Australian culture. 

The legend of Ned Kelly contains many fantastical stories that, though questionable, cannot be disproven through 

historical evidence. The contested nature of his story has allowed a legend; a story not based on fact but rather 

embellished over time1, to flourish. Across the world nations look to events from the past to define their identity in 

the present2, and John Howard promoted the primacy of the ANZAC legend in relation to Australian character3. 

However, Ned Kelly’s iconic narrative has relied on less powerful advocates gripped by a tale of unflinching daring 

and resistance in the face of a corrupt colonial power structure. The survival of Kelly’s justification of his life and 

actions in the form of the ‘Jerilderie Letter’, which directly challenges official versions and newspaper reports, has 

created a complex debate that has continued into the present. In attempting to account for the endurance of the 

legend we can observe that Kelly fits into a broader, worldwide tradition of the outlaw hero fighting against corrupt 

authority for the cause of the oppressed, whilst also representing a particular understanding of masculine, stoic, 

defiant Australian identity4.  

Ned Kelly had become a folk hero even before his capture, but over time his legend has become important to the 

growth of ideas about a distinct Australian identity. Widespread support for Kelly can be assumed from the 32000 

signatures on a petition calling for his sentence to be changed from death to life in prison in 18805. Newspapers 

reported that most of his supporters belonged to the working class, one stated that when “Ned himself was 

captured and sentenced to hang; larrikins were chief among the thousands rushing in protest onto Melbourne's 

streets6.” Larrikins of the 19th Century were discontented working class youths, known for excessive drinking, 

aggression, violence and other criminal behaviour, and Kelly’s most active supporters were a group of larrikins called 

the ‘Greta Mob’7. Bellanta explains that ‘larrikin’ is used in modern Australia to describe the humour and daring of 

the Anzac soldiers8, but the meaning of the word has changed over time. Prime Minister John Howard often stated 

that all Australians shared the trait of larrikinism.9 Carmody tells us that the First World War reinvented Ned as a 

hero when phrases such as “as game as Ned Kelly” became commonplace among soldiers10. Anzacs looked to Kelly 

as a role model because of his larrikin traits such as fearlessness and daring nature, and we can see that Ned’s 

legend has spread beyond the working classes, as the idea of “larrikinism” has become central to Australian 

identity.11 The enduring of the Kelly legend can be attributed in some part to the development and spread of the 

Anzac legend of Australian military skill. 

The legend of Ned Kelly shares common elements with enduring outlaw hero narratives globally. Historian Seal 

states that “an outlaw is an individual who has been cast out of society, either for a crime or because he has become 

a threat to those in power – sometimes a combination of both12”. Furthermore, Seal outlines a number of conditions 

required for an outlaw to become a hero. He claims that the outlaw must be born into a society where disparities 

between groups exist and the outlaw must belong to the subordinate group who provide support. Furthermore, the 

unfair rules must be enforced by corrupt authorities that force the hero to become an outlaw in a catalysing event. 
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Additionally, the outlaw must carry out significant feats and become a martyr for their cause, often they die 

gloriously in their prime. Kelly’s legend fits into Seal’s criteria, putting Kelly alongside folk heroes like Mexican 

Pancho Villa, Indian Phoolan Devi and the fictional Robin Hood. Ned Kelly’s legend, of a freedom fighter for the 

oppressed, has endured and made him a national hero who remains important in contemporary Australian culture.  

Any discussion of the Ned Kelly legend requires a debate on whether his actions were a product of injustice13. 

Interestingly, though the working class who feel that injustice still exists in Australia most actively support the 

legend14; many more privileged Australians celebrate the story as evidence of stoicism and resistance in a brutal 

colonial past.15 The Kellys were certainly raised in a difficult economic environment where selection of small parcels 

of land promised wealth and security but delivered very little due to the poor soil conditions. As a consequence, 

some turned to crime to meet payment and keep the land.16 Kelly’s social context is often referred to as the 

‘squattocracy’ as squatters dominated the economy, having claimed large parcels of prime land17 in the 1830s in 

Victoria illegally, and prior to the establishment of independent government in the 1860s. In the legend, Ned was 

victimised by the police, and it is important to note that he was jailed multiple times as a teen for minor acts. 

Symbolic of the corruption of the authorities is Constable Alexander Fitzpatrick, responsible for the catalysing event 

where he allegedly tried to drunkenly kiss Kate Kelly and was assaulted by Ned,18 forcing Ned into hiding. That 

Fitzpatrick was expelled from the police for corruption19 makes his claims questionable, resulting in Kelly’s version of 

events gaining validity. Considering whether Kelly was forced into crime, we should note that after being released 

from prison at age 18 (for a questionable horse stealing charge), he made a decent living from tree-felling, but chose 

to return to his family horse-stealing racket20. Thus, the injustice may not excuse Kelly’s actions as he had other 

options, but it is important to consider whether his early contact with the police shaped his future behaviours. The 

Kelly legend claims that he was forced into crime by corrupt authorities, and assertions that he was a victim are hard 

to disprove. Kelly’s legend has enshrined him as a freedom fighter against discrimination. 

Ned Kelly composed the Jerilderie letter in an attempt to justify his actions, and this has shaped the dominant 

understanding of the bushranger. Prior to Kelly’s final stand at Glenrowan, the gang robbed two banks. During the 

Jerilderie robbery, Kelly dictated the poorly punctuated letter arguing that corrupt authorities had forced him to act. 

Despite the fact that Fitzpatrick had no further contact with Kelly after the catalysing incident, a quarter of the letter 

refers to the constable21. In Kelly’s view, Fitzpatrick was significant in causing Ned to become an outlaw. Kelly states 

“that Fitzpatrick will be the cause of greater slaughter to the Union Jack than Saint Patrick was to the snakes and 

toads in Ireland”, showing how strongly he felt. Kelly blamed Fitzpatrick for Stringybark Creek, arguing that he was 

defending himself when he killed three police officers in an ambush. He also denies newspaper claims that he was a 

“cold blooded murderer” and “liar”22. Recent films23 and novels24 show that the legend of Ned Kelly has been shaped 

according to the outlaw’s version of events. Because of the Jerilderie letter, Kelly’s claims that he was forced into 

crime by unethical authorities have survived and shaped the legend. 

Kelly’s physical prowess and amazing ability to survive have drawn people to his story. Through the lengthy period of 

Police evasion, Kelly gained a reputation as a survivalist. However, the fact that the gang likely endured because of 
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assistance from supporters, rather than survival skill, is often left out of the narrative.25 Kelly’s reputation as a 

survivor is better supported by the fact that, at the Glenrowan siege, Ned was able to survive more than 20 bullet 

wounds against 34 policemen whilst wearing a 45 kilogram suit of armour.  Kelly’s almost superhuman survival at 

Glenrowan, which primary evidence supports, is essential to his celebration as a hero. It is also argued that without 

the iconic armour, the story would not be as memorable and would have finished sooner.26 Claims of Kelly’s survival, 

strength and resilience, part truth and part exaggeration, have helped create a legend. This has ensured that he 

remains a national hero to many in contemporary Australia.  

Seal argues that without a glorious death, the outlaw figure will not be remembered and celebrated. When a person 

dies young we remember them in their prime and the imagining of the possibility of their life is grander than the 

reality.27 Jones argues that if Kelly had lived, he would have faded from memory as legend status requires a glorious 

death28. The legend claims that Kelly’s final words were “such is life”, and this is likely because of all the differing 

reports of his death, this version is the most appealing. Kelly’s statement after being sentenced by Judge Redmond 

Barry that “a day will come at a bigger court than this when we shall see which is right and which is wrong”29, and 

Barry’s eerie following of Ned into the grave within two weeks, further adds to the legend surrounding Ned’s death. 

Seal argues that a heroic death is one of the most important aspects of an enduring folklore narrative, and the claim 

that Ned died in glory is essential to the endurance of his legend. 

The words ‘such is life’ have become central to Kelly’s legend, symbolising the traditional unemotional masculinity of 

standing through struggles, even death. In the novel ‘True History of the Kelly Gang’, the author depicts Ned uttering 

“such is Life” when it is required that he kill a wounded horse with a sledge hammer. 30 This captures exactly the 

meaning of the phrase, that in life, we must sometimes endure great hardship and it is better to stoically accept the 

facts than to try and deny them. Newspapers reveal multiple different versions of Kelly’s last hours and execution. 

For example, The Argus depicts Kelly as a broken man in his final moments: “there was a frightened look in his eyes… 

It was his intention to make a speech, but his courage evidently failed him”.31 This article seems intent upon 

persuading the reader that Ned shouldn’t be treated as a hero and that his final moments revealed that he was a 

coward. In contrast, another newspaper claimed that Kelly said “such is life” as he was informed of the time of his 

execution, “and generally maintained still an air of defiance until his death.”32 Although the claim that Kelly’s last 

words were “such is life” cannot be verified by consulting primary sources, it cannot be completely discounted and is 

ultimately the end that is widely recounted, reinforcing his claimed stoicism and unbreakable courage. That Ned said 

“such is life” cannot be definitively denied, and because of this Kelly continues to be used as a role model for 

stoicism by Australians. 

Many argue that Kelly’s story has endured because it is a masculine story that has appeal for a country obsessed 

with masculinity.33Historian Lake believes that conceptions of Australian identity are dominated by masculinity and 

violence, and that this shapes our culture.34 Historian aPinto argues that stories about violent, masculine heroes 

have renewed popularity in the contemporary period because many men feel threatened by the rise of women’s 
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rights. The Kelly legend is a tale of masculine action where women are victims or invented love interests.35 Just as 

was the case in Kelly’s time, his staunchest followers are men.36 The legend is wide spread in contemporary Australia 

in paintings, music, novels and films, car decoration, sports team logos and body art. Ben Cousins, an Australian AFL 

player revealed his “Such is life” tattoo, attempting to demonstrate his strength and determination during a drugs 

scandal. Because Australians continue to define national identity through masculinity, Ned Kelly’s legend endures.  

A legend endures through time when historical evidence cannot disprove it. Globally, nations draw on historical 

legends to define their identity. The Kelly legend acts as a narrative that many modern Australians look towards, 

because he offers traits of courage, stoicism and the willingness to fight against oppression as characteristics to 

aspire to. His story has all the elements of an enduring folk hero tale and through successful communication of his 

perspective he managed to ensure that his version of the story is the dominant one. Kelly’s captivating story 

continues to engage the modern audience which is evidenced by the frequency with which the story is told and 

retold. Though the Kelly folklore has transformed over time, it endures as Australia values the sense of identity the 

narrative provides. 
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