






























































































herself that against all her "silly invisible fancies, 
she had to set the very real white house". For 
both Felix and Laura, it is simply a marriage of 
convenience. The only time they see each other 
as human beings is at the height of a fierce 
electrical storm. 

Clare, unlike Laura, is interested in people and 
things for their own sake, and is not overcome by 
the material value and lacy charm of the house. 
She is a dreamer, and her longing for human 
feeling and understanding is frustrated until 
Felix brings home from the factory Bernard, who 
is suffering badly from malnutrition. Elizabeth 
Harrower describes Clare's transformation in 
terms reminiscent of D. H. Lawrence: 

As if a river diverted for decades by 
man-made dams and channels had vio­
lently returned to its own course in the 
space of a single storm and had raced 
on its way with an energy and power 
not to be over-borne . . . she was elec­
tric, electrifying like a fiery avenger or 
angel, like someone alive twice over, 
and that had nothing to do with the 
colour of her dress. 

But she is in no way sexually attracted to or in 
love with Bernard. The change comes about 
simply because she is being treated as an indi­
vidual. 

Clare is, if you will forgive the pun, the only 
person to bring light into the novel, the voice of 
common sense in an insane world. Bernard 
never really comes alive, but remains a pale, 
rather insipid catalyst. Apart from Clare's gain­
ing of wisdom and freedom, the book is dis­
mally grey and lifeless. Partly this is due to the 
static quality of Laura, the principal character, 
who having always borne responsibility, accepts 
each calamity with a tremendous inertia, the 
passivity of a completely submerged will. Her 
feelings as she enters Shaw's Box Factory for the 
first time are the same "feelings" she experiences 
in worse situations: 

She was like someone who, having gone 
bravely through preparations for an 
operation that would almost certainly 
truncate her life, realized with a terrible 
twisting of her heart just as the anaes­
thetist's mask descended, that this shock­
ing thing was truly happening, inevit­
able: shrieking resistance was of no 
avail. 

The impossible nightmare is a continuous one, 
and for the rest of the novel she remains anaes­
thetized by fear and by her own personality. 

The theme of passive suffering is the same 

as that of Elizabeth Harrower's last novel. The 
Catherine Wheel, and is based on the philosophy 
of Satyagraha, the name Ghandi gave to non­
violent resistance. Laura is, in fact, well-placed 
to be the tragic heroine, enmeshed through no 
fault of her own in terrifying circumstances, and 
willing time and time again to forgive her aggres­
sor. But while we feel admiration for the cheer­
ful and brave acceptance of wrong, for the honest 
attempt to reach the heart of the opponent in an 
attempt to convert him rather than defeat him, 
we can feel no such admiration for Laura. Laura 
knows Felix's unhappy past backwards, but she 
cannot pretend that the facts of his life in any 
way reveal him to her. He is a monster, and the 
third alternative, of leaving him alone, seems the 
only way out. It is Clare, with her independ­
ence and integrity, who gains sympathy, and 
Laura is either too stupid or simply too optimistic 
when she continues to forgive him. 

One of the difficulties of the novel is that 
Laura, Felix and Stella Vaizey are unrecogniz­
able characters. They are distorted in a Gothic, 
horrifying way. The style of the novel is well 
enough controlled to make them realistic in their 
own setting, but the reader cannot identify them 
as plausible in real life. They are as grotesque, 
though in a subtler and more quietly menacing 
way, as the characters in an Iris Murdoch novel, 
moved by unfathomable motives to perpetrate 
their obscure actions. Felix's symbol is the 
statue of Bluebeard, a wedding present, whose 
"dark brilliant eyes looked out from under the 
curving satanic brow, the malicious smile never 
tired". There is no love or unselfishness in him— 
as Clare remarks, "There is only death at the 
back of his mind". 

The description of the mother, Stella, as she 
farewells her daughters for the last time, shows 
the mordant neatness and understatement of the 
satire against materialistic unfeeling; 

Her creamy face, her large amber eyes, 
were impenetrable. She was like a park 
that had never once removed its Don't 
Walk on the Grass signs. The black veil 
of her little hat pricked her daughters' 
cheeks in turn and their clothes brushed 
together. 

These characters remain unreal, but fascinating 
visions of human hell. The novel is an intellec­
tual one, and occasionally the monotony of the 
torture, which is never ending, leaves nothing 
but a bad taste in the mouth. While I would 
not recommend it for a light bedtime story, it is 
for me the most interesting book of the trio 
here, and an experience I would not have missed. 

FELICITY HAYNES. 
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Kenneth Slessor, Clement Semmler, Writers and 
their Work: No. 194, Longmans, Green & Co., 
London, 1966. 

The British Council and the National Book 
League have sponsored over the years a series of 
useful and often brilliant monographs on writers 
and their work. This, the first on an Australian 
poet, should be something of an important occa­
sion. Unfortunately, Mr. Semmler has written a 
dull, inadequate, and irrelevant, little book. 

The first six pages briefly summarize (with 
examples from the ballads, Paterson, Giknore, 
Neilson and Brennan) the history of Australian 
poetry before Slessor. The relevance of all this 
is never made clear, although. I suppose it is 
useful for overseas readers to know of "the tradi­
tions inherited by Slessor when he began writing 
in the 1920s." It is, however, depressing to be 
told that btation-hands and large landholders were 
known as 'jackeroos' and 'squatters'; and rather 
startling to find that Banjo Paterson was Aus­
tralia's most famous bush balladist in 1864. 

Of the remaining thirty pages of text, about 
eighteen are taken up by quotations, leaving 
twelve for Mr. Semmler's examination of Slessor's 
background, life, ideas, development, images, 
technique, etc. It is readily apparent that he has 
no time for any detailed analyses of Slessor's 
poems (indeed, he has a passing sneer at such 
efforts on page 36), and, considering the fulsome 
praise he lavishes on the verse, this is probably 
just as well. What Mr. Semmler does instead is 
to 'present' a poem, with an introductory com­
ment; but so enthusiastic is his approach, so 
impressionistic his style, and so brief the space 
available, that the remarks are seldom helpful; in 
fact, they are often trite, and, sometimes, breath-
takingly nonsensical. Two examples should suf­
fice. 

From a discussion of Slessor's love for Sydney 
Harbour: "But most of all at night, and every 
atom of inspiration Slessor has found in this 
sweep of water and watercraft, from his high 
window the focus of his constant observation, 
is gathered into the nucleus of his art; he carves 
his phrases in air with an elegance and sens­
itivity that transmutes Sydney Harbour into every 
harbour that every poet has loved: 

Darkness comes down. The Harbour 
shakes its mane. 

Glazed with a leaf of amber; lights 
appear 

Like thieves too early, dropping their 
swag by night. 

Red, gold and green, down trap-doors 
glassy-clear. 

And lanterns over Pinchgut float with 
light 

Where they so long have lain." 

From a comparison with Yeats: "Like Yeats, 
Slessor wrote line after line of quotable verse 
best described as the 'pure poetry' James Stephens 
was so fond of talking about; lines in which an 
unimaginable and inexpressible meaning has been 
drawn as closely to us as can be contrived, lines 
of Yeats like 

At midnight on the Emperor's pavement 
flit 

Flames that no faggot feeds, nor steel 
has ht. 

Nor storm disturbs, flames begotten of 
flame 

and of Slessor's like 

That street washed with violet 
Writes like a tablet 
Of living here; that pavement 
Is the metal embodiment 
Of living here." 

With the longer poems Mr. Semmler's critical 
method is just as inadequate. In the three pages 
devoted to 'Five Visions of Captain Cook', for 
instance, we are given ten quotations from the 
poem interspersed with bits of prose paraphrase, 
helpful 'interpretations' ("We have a delightful 
piece of whimsy about two chronometers. The 
rhythm is metronomically fitted to the mood, 
but Slessor hints at the minatory intrusion of 
the enemy Time:"), and occasional oddities 
("Slessor's verse in the final part scales the 
heights of poetry, as indeed it must . . . ."). 

This is shallow criticism indeed. And it doesn't 
get any better. Even when Mr. Semmler wanders 
in to a discussion of those issues which are central 
to any understanding (let alone evaluation) of 
Slessor's achievement, his response is so over­
simplified as to be, at times, simple-minded. 

On the superiority of Slessor's second period 
over his first: "Brains were being added to 
emotion." 

On Slessor's craftmanship: "Slessor worked 
hard at his poetry (probably harder than any 
Australian poet before him), always experiment­
ing, always obsessed with poetry as a craft. 
Perhaps his continual association with the printed 
word had something to do with this." (Slessor, 
we remember, was a journalist.) 

And, another problem solved: "It is this com­
bination, imagery, experiment, technique, with 
an unusual capacity for self-criticism (a quality 
which is quite simply the answer to the so-called 
riddle of his abrupt decision twenty years ago 
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not to go on writing poetry) which makes for 
Slessor's individuality as a poet." 

Now, I suppose there's not much harm in this 
kind of criticism, but there's not much point in 
it either. It certainly isn't useful criticism: even 
at its best it does not reveal anyhing the reader 
doesn't already know or couldn't discover for 
himself; and at its worst, it is hopeless. It never 
helps the reader to get closer to the poetry. And 
it never assists the reader to find the value Mr. 
Semmler believes the work to have.i 

One reason for its failure is obvious: the poetry, 
usually, just doesn't possess the quahties Mr. 
Semmler beheves it to have. At any event Mr. 
Semmler makes no attempt to discover, to 
uncover, them for us. As when, after admitting 
the vahdity of A. D. Hope's damning catalogue of 
Slessor's borrowings from the romantic past-that-
never-was (all the painted-cardboard stage prop­
erties, the archaic expressions, the lime-lit char­
acters), he can blandly assert: "But Slessor in his 
early verse turned all this into something arrest­
ing real . . . If in retrospect there were signs 
of a forced whimsy and raffishness about some of 
it, there was equally an ecstasy of feeling and 
wisps of new meaning blowing across existing 
poetic traditions that suddenly dehghted and ex­
cited a jaded palate." He then quotes two verses 
from 'Earth Visitors' and three from 'Pan at Lane 
Cove' without attempting to show us the arresting 
reality of the poetry, or the wisps of new mean­
ing (not to be confused, I imagine, with the "in­
expressible meaning" he spoke of earlier) which 
he thinks it contains. 

And when he follows the verses with the 
comment: "Here was a novel experience piquant 
to an ordinary appetite; a poetic essence distdled 
from a romantic mash," the other reason for his 
critical failure is clear: he has only the haziest 
idea of what poetry is or can be. One only has 
to look at the images he selects as being "exquis­
itely formed" ('kisses like warm guineas of love'; 
maidens Hke winds of lace. Tease the dark pas­
sages . . . .'), or to read his remarks on 'Waters' 
(quoted above) to see how easily he is beguiled 
by a picturesque image or two and a lovely 
cadence, into accepting a few charmingly-turned 
(if quaint) lines of verse as poetry. 

For Slessor is (usually) a far worse poet than 
Mr. Semmler imagines. It is true that he has 
tremendous gifts, but they are seldom used poet­
ically. He appears to believe that to describe a 
thing precisely and well is to say something 
important. He is attracted by mere surfaces. He 
is seldom seriously involved with his subject. 
Far too often he is merely a trivial poet, a per-
fonner. 

At five I wake, rise, rub on the smoking 
pane , 

A port to see — water breathing in the 
air, 

Boughs broken. The sun comes up in a 
golden stain. 

Floats like a glassy sea-fruit. There is 
mist everywhere, 

White and humid, and the Harbour is 
hke plated stone, 

Dull bakes of ice. One Ught drips out 
alone. 

One bead of winter-red, smouldering in 
the steam. 

Quietly over the roof-tops—another 
window 

Touched with a crystal fire in the sun's 
gullies. 

One lonely star of the moming, where 
no stars gleam. 

Far away on the rim of this great misty 
cup. 

The sun gilds the dead suburbs as he 
rises up. 

Diamonds the wind-cocks, makes ghtter 
tlie crusted spikes 

On moss-drowned gables. Now the tiles 
drip scarlet-wet. 

Swim like birds' paving-stones, and sun­
light strikes 

Their watery mirrors with a moister 
rivulet. 

Acid and cold. Here lie those mummied 
Kings, 

Men sleeping in houses, embalmed in 
stony coffins. 

Till the Last Trumpet calls their galler­
ies up. 

And the suburbs rise with distant murm-
urings. 

So begins the first poem ('Winter Dawn') of 
Kenneth Slessor's first book (Earth-Visitors, 1926). 

A man at a window, looking. It was to be­
come a favourite pose of Slessor's, and one which 
could perhaps—it's a sad thought—serve as an 
emblem of his creative life: the poet, cut off, by 
panes of glass, from the world outside, looking. 

And what does he see? 
Well—and I had better come out with it 

straight away; ungenerous as it sounds—very 
little. Very little, that is, which is meaningful. 
He sees, and sees well, ("with the accurate eye of 
a trained journalist," Mr. Semmler tells us), all 
the colours and the fascinating objects, and the 
bright and shimmering facets, and (often) quaint 
details, that the scene affords. And everything 
that he sees goes into the poems, especially those 
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written during the 1920's. Slessor, it seems, was 
unable to resist a dazzling image, regardless of 
whether it contributed to the intended effect (let 
alone meaning) of the poem or not; so much so 
that many of his early poems appear to be com­
posed merely of glittering surfaces, like the be-
sequinned dresses of the period. 

The effect is irritating and depressing. How­
ever brilliant and clever the individual lines may 
be, the poems tend to become meaningless cata­
logues of pretty details and flashy impressions, 
uninformed by any imaginative truth or moral 
purpose, bereft indeed of any relevance to any 
human values. Even worse, when Slessor's only 
concern is to dazzle and impress the reader with 
a display of scintillating images and verbal pyro­
technics then he can only lie, to the reader and 
to himself (in the Blakean sense of lying, ". . . 
when you see with, not thro', the eye"). I don't 
think it is an exaggeration to claim that this 
central failing of Slessor's has ruined (to a greater 
or lesser degree: it doesn't really matter) all but 
a handful of his hundred and three collected 
poems. 

To return to 'Winter Dawn'. Although it is 
retained in his collection Poems (Sydney, 1957 
and 1963) it is not one of the more important or 
ambitious of Slessor's early poems: it suffers from 
failings to be expected of a young and inexper­
ienced poet (gaucheries of rhyme and rhythm, 
mainly). Nevertheless, it is good enough in parts, 
and bad enough in others, to illustrate the criti­
cisms I have made. It is five o'clock on a cold 
winter moming, and the poet is looking out from 
his bedroom wdndow on to Sydney Harbour 
and the city. It is reasonable to assume that 
the first two stanzas (quoted above) are to set 
the scene, establish the tone and atmosphere, and 
imply the values and attitudes by which the 
poet's later reactions are to be justified. And at 
first sight it appears that this is what the wealth 
of detail is doing: the window pane is clouded; 
there is a mist, frost, ice; and "white", "cold", 
"dull", "glassy", "stone", "dead", "crystal", "dia­
monds", "watery", "glitter", "moister", "coffins". 
But so intent is Slessor on painting his picture, 
on creating his beautiful and vivid images, that 
he loses sight of the whole. The atmosphere of 
cold and death is destroyed before it is estab­
lished by images of warmth and life: "breathing", 
"golden", "fruit", "humid", "smouldering", 
"steam", "fire", "red", "gilds", "sleeping". 

It is all very bewdldering. Perhaps Slessor 
wants us to open our eyes and see beauty all 
around us. Or perhaps he is intent on showing 
us how a poet can transmute base reality into 
beautiful art. (In 1931, in an address to the 
Australian branch of the English Association, he 

was to say: "The only test we can devise (for a 
good poem) is the ultimate success of the poem 
itself in transferring its beauty without loss to 
the reader's mind; and when this is accomplished, 
the poem is a good one . . .")2 Certainly what­
ever his intentions, 'Winter Dawn' does contain 
images which are beautifully and delicately rea­
lized: 

One light drips out alone, 
One bead of winter-red, smouldering 

in the steam . . . 

And: 

Now the tiles drip scarlet-wet. 
Swim like birds' paving stones, and sun­

light strikes 
Their watery mirrors with a moister riv­

ulet. 
Acid and cold. 

They are lines which show (remembering that 
he is twenty years old, in Australia, in the 1920's) 
that he "is already making of his diction a fine 
and flexible instrument which will be capable of 
transforming all manner of material into poetry''.^ 
But, unassimilated into any significant pattern of 
meaning, they remain, as often in Slessor's work, 
isolated images: attractive, clever, and poetically 
meaningless. 

The reader's bewilderment is increased when, 
lulled (possibly) by the accumulation of charming 
details into a vague impression that something 
beautiful is happening, he finds the poet arbi-
tarily rejecting the scene. 

0 buried dolls, O men sleeping invisible 
there, 

1 stare above your mounds of stone, lean 
down. 

Marooned and lonely in this bitter air. 
And in one moment deny your frozen 

town, 
Renounce your bodies— 

Why? It is impossible, from what has been 
given us, to say. The poet goes on, his lack of 
conviction and the immaturity of his attitude 
being betrayed by the slackness and convention­
ality of the language, to make a vague gesture 
towards Nature—"daisies round-eyed and tart . . . 
stirs (sic) more my heart . . . than mortal 
towers . . ."—and an invocation to the sun to 
keep him awake. Even apart from its general 
absurdity, this reponse is unconvincing: it is too 
explicit. It has not been prepared for, being 
neither implied nor inherent in the given situation. 
It has not been arrived at by poetic thinking. 
We have the uncharitable feeling that some kind 
of confidence trick is being attempted. It is as 
though Slessor, after beguifing the reader with 
his eloquence and skill, tries to give significance 
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to his poem by adding an explicit (and poetically 
unjustified) interpretation or response. 

This may be, as I say, uncharitable (because 
I'm not sure to what extent Slessor is himself 
deceived by his method) but time and again in his 
work he evokes a picturesque scene on to which 
he tags an arbitary statement — arbitary in the 
sense that it has not developed imaginatively and 
inevitably from the inner logic of the poem. 

But if his reaction to the scene is poetically 
unconvincing in 'Winter Dawn', it is nevertheless 
an expression of a genuine attitude. An attitude 
in fact which is to dominate his whole poetic 
career, shaping the course of his development, 
and finally reducing him to silence. The rejec­
tion of the world. 

The poet behind his window, "marooned and 
lonely", looking, only to reject, to "deny your 
frozen town. Renounce your bodies". 

Slessor turns his back on life. 
"I'm sick of modem men . . ," ('Marco Polo') 
It is surprising, really, how little of real life 

gets into his poetry. On tlie few occasions when he 
does get a glimpse of people, it seems he can't 
understand what they are; they seem to be creat­
ures living meaningless or, at the best, unintel­
ligible lives in that world on the other side of the 
glass. They are seen as: 

Black, sinister travellers, lumbering up 
the station. 

One moment in the window, hooked 
over bags; 

Hurrying, unknown faces—^boxes with 
strange labels— 

All groping clumsily to mysterious ends, 
('The Night-Ride') 

. . . . buried dolls . . . ('Winter Dawn') 

. . . those who chafe here, limed on the 
iron twigs, 

No greater seem than sparrows, all their 
cries, 

Their clockwork and their merchandise, 
Frohc of painted dolls. I pass unheed 

ing. ('City Nightfall') 

Stars of a film without a plot, 
Snippings of idiot celluloid. 

('Last Trams H') 

But these appearances are rare. Usually Sles­
sor keeps people at a distance in his poems by 
sending them back in time, by dressing them up 
—usually in period clothes—by turning them 
into gods, by taking them from literary or art­
istic sources, and by treating them with a kind 
of wry whimsy (all distancing devices, like the 
window, to prevent him from getting too close to 
his subject). 

It is odd that Slessor should describe life in 
metaphors drawn from the theatre—a "frolic of 
painted dolls" ('City Nightfall'); "a film without 
a plot, Snippings of idiot celluloid" ('Last Trams 
11'); "a variety show" ('Next Turn'); "a boring 
and absurd dance watched by Gods" ('The Old 
Play')—because his presentations of people, or of 
those manifestations of human activities which 
appear in his poems, always strike me as being 
theatrical, even melodramatic. It is as though, 
not being genuinely interested in people, he has 
to insist, to give an air of reality to his creation, 
too heavily on one aspect of his character he is 
interested in. His characters become distorted, 
exaggerated. They are seen only by lime-light; 
their main feature or attribute being seen only 
too clearly, the rest hidden in the shadows: the 
senseless cmelty of Marsden ('Vesper-Song of the 
Reverend Samuel Marsden'); the elegance of 
William Hickey ('The Nabob'); the quaint old 
age of Captain Dobbin ('Captain Dobbin'); the 
sensuality of Rubens ('Rubens' Hell'). They are 
not realized as human beings because their par­
ticular characteristics are isolated and too ex­
plicitly stated; rather than being implied or 
gradually revealed in meaningful relation to the 
rest of the character or to normal human values. 
They remain unreal; they are "painted dolls". 

Or tend to be. I may have overstated the case 
a little, for in the later poems there is an 
occasional fine touch of irony which tends to 
control our reactions, 'Toilet of a Dandy', 
'Country Towns', 'To myself, 'Five Visions of 
Captain Cook', but on the whole I would say 
not: they remain unreal. And because they're 
unreal, and because he is not interested in normal 
human activities and experiences, finding them 
meaningless, there is little of value or interest in 
the vast majority of his poems. 

By tuming his back on life, Slessor retreated 
into a world of day-dreams, of unfelt experience: 
adolescent sex-in-the-head fantasies. 

When to those Venusbergs, thy breasts. 
By wars of love and moonlight batteries. 
My lips have stormed— 

('A Surrender') 

arch man-of-the-world attitudes, 

I know thee, Joan, and by the beard of 
God, 

I'll prove tonight thy mortal parts again! 
('Thieves Kitchen') 

de la Mare-ish evocations of a fabulous past, 
I saw tall gilded Tartars pass 
Behind their marble balustrades, 

('Marco Polo') 
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18th century camaraderie. 

Come in your painted coaches, friends of 
mine. 

We'll keep the stars night-company with 
wine . . . 

('Music XI') 

embarrassing pointless melodrama, 

LAURENCE: O, Catherine! 
CATHERINE: No more. I've done. 

Find other fools to 
dream of. 

And I'll find other lips 
more hot 

Who'll clip me for a 
month, perhaps, or less, 

And leave me — and 
forget . , . 

LAURENCE: O, Catherine! 
CATHERINE: Weep, little man! 
LAURENCE: O Kit of the Garden! 

Kit . . . 

('The Man of Sentiment') 

A modem poet forsooth! 
On the other hand there are moments in these 

poems of great beauty, of finely-realized details, 
and, especially in the later poems, some delicate 
irony: 

Scaly with poison, bright with flame. 
Great fungi steam beside the gate. 
Run tentacles through flagstone cracks. 
Or claw beyond, where meditate 
Wet poplars on a pitchy lawn. 

('Pan at Lane Cove') 

Post-boys would run, lanterns hang 
frostily, horses fume. 

The strangers wake the Inn. 
('Earth-Visitors') 

. . . to the dead grove 
Where we had kissed, to the Tristania 

tree 
Where we had kissed so awkwardly. 
Noted by swans with damp, accusing 

eyes. 
All gone today; only the leaves remain. 
Gaunt paddles ribbed with herringbones 
Of watermelon pink 

('Elegy in a Botanic Garden') 

And farmers bouncing on barrel mares 
('Country Towns') 

Once Mermaids mocked your ships 
With wet and scarlet lips 
And fish-dark difficult hips, Conquista­

dor ('The Atlas' IV) 

But such moments are too few; and are insu£B-
cient, being usually overwhelmed by the gaudi-
ness and glitter, the noise and bluster of the 
rest of the lines, to be able to impart any 
meaning to the poem. They remain isolated 
images. (It is a signfficant feature of Slessor's 
poetry, I think, that when one tries to remember 
a poem, one can only recall odd lines and 
phrases.) The rest is noise. 

Why? Charles Higham has put it well, I think, 
when he says, "And what, in these poems, can 
hide the encroaching chasm, shut off death and 
its terrors? Only the shower of gems, the wild 
laugh, the cavorting lutanist and his tune; the 
prancing Tritons of 'Realities', when "no dark 
remains. Nor silence, but there is laughter like 
bells in air". Violent sounds—the galloping of 
the earth-visitors, the voice calling in 'Music', 
and the carnival cacophony in the same poem— 
all are contrived to blot the dread of silence 
which, for Slessor, has been the sound of death."* 

The same could be said about Slessor's insist­
ence upon surface glitter: that it is there to hide 
the darkness beyond. 

No wonder these poems fail; the poet is being 
false to himself; he is, as I noted earlier, telling 
lies. The poems are vain attempts to hide the 
truth from himself, to beguile his innermost fears. 
The poems are full of noise, when he can only 
hear silence; full of lights and glitter where he can 
only see darkness; full of jollity, when he is in 
despair; about "people" when he is "marooned 
and lonely"; about "Life" when he is only aware 
of the inevitability of death. They are escapist 
poems by a man who knows there is no escape. 
The strain is everywhere, constantly betraying the 
falsity of the themes. They are very sad poems. 

And yet when he attempts to come to grips 
with his perplexities and fears, when he allows 
himself to voice his despair, his sense of the 
futility of things, he becomes a true poet. He 
writes with precision, strength and conviction. 
And in the best of such poems (some are marred 
by weaknesses) everything contributes—sound, 
rhythm, images, feeling—to create poetry of great 
beauty, intensity and, I feel, lasting worth. For 
Slessor is (often) a far better poet than Mr. 
Semmler has been able to show. 

The first notable attempt to give expression 
to genuine feeling is 'The Night-Ride', by far the 
best (because, ultimately, the most genuine) poem 
in Earth-Visitors. For the first time Slessor is 
able to imbue a scene with considerable 
emotional force and meaning. Abandoning his 
'brilliant' style (and rhyme), he slowly builds up 
a scene with spare, ordinary, yet vivid details 
which gradually accumulate an underlying wealth 
of meaning. So much so that when we reach 
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The dark train shakes and plunges; 
Bells cry out: the night-ride starts again. 
Soon I shall look out into nothing but 

blackness, 
Pale windy fields 

and the train travels on into the darkness and 
sleep, the poet has fused his sense-perceptions, 
his emotion and his thought into an image of 
tremendous intensity. And all without telling us 
what he is doing, without being explicit. The 
whole meaning of this poem is conveyed by, and 
felt through, the arrangement of images. It is 
an impressive poem (even taking into account 
the melodramatic "Black, sinister travellers . . . 
dragged by private Fates"). 

Unfortunately Slessor never worked this vein 
enough. But when he did, when he expressed 
intense feelings through the concrete and vivid 
presentation of a scene or situation, then he 
wrote his most successful poems. They are: 
"The Night-Ride', 'Gulliver', 'Five Bells', 'South 
Country', 'Sleep', 'Beach Burial', (I have some 
reservations about these last two), and 'Crow 
Country'. 

This last poem is a remarkable achievement. 

Gutted of station, noise alone, 
The crow's voice trembles down the sky 
As if this nitrous flange of stone 
Wept suddenly with such a cry; 
As if the rock found lips to sigh. 
The riven earth a mouth to moan; 
But we that hear them, stumbling by. 
Confuse their torments with our own. 

Over the huge abraded rind. 
Crow-countries graped with dung, we 

go. 
Past gullies that no longer flow 
And wells that nobody can find. 
Lashed by the screaming of the crow. 
Stabbed by the needles of the mind. 

The experience, men stumbling through a 
desert, hearing the forlorn heart-heaving cry of 
a crow, is vividly realized: the crow's cry is con­
veyed by stark simple words which suggest the 
sound—notice the preponderance of long vowels, 
and the loud open rhymes: lone, sky, stone, cry, 
sigh, moan, by own (notice too how each rhyme 
word reinforces what is being said, finishing with 
considerable emphasis on "mind")—and also sug­
gest the feelings of the crow the landscape and 
the men; trembles, wept, cry, sigh, riven, moan, 
stumbling, torments, abraded, lashed, screaming, 
stabbed, needles. It is vigorous, imaginative and 
deeply felt. The cry first expresses the crow's 
torments, then the landscape's and then the men's. 

just as the drought-stricken landscape is first a 
real desert and then, through the torments of 
the men's minds and the emotional pressure of 
the poetry, a horrifying desert "symbol of the 
modern mind".5 Slessor's bitter and disillusioned 
attitude towards the world has found convincing 
expression. 

Slessor was always over-fond of patterns of 
sound in his poetry. In 'Crow Country' the 
sound reinforces the sense. But this is not 
always so; and, as his technical ability increased, 
he often ruined a good poem for the sake of a 
musical effect, forgetting that in poetry tech­
nique must be subordinate to (ironic word) 
vision. The rhythmical and aural qualities of 
'Sleep' have been praised by many critics and 
yet I have always found them too insistent: 

And you shall cling and clamber there 
And slumber there, in that dumb 

chamber, 
Beat with my blood's beat, hear my 

heart move 
Blindly in bones that ride above you. 
Delve in my flesh, dissolved and 

bedded. 
Through viewless valves embodied so— 

R. G. Howarth praises these lines for their 
"rapidly shffting assonance and consonance".^ 
But to my mind, and I hope I am not being 
carping, they are too musical. They attract (as 
so often in Slessor's 'fine writing') too much atten­
tion to themselves. The poet's mind seems to be 
on the sound and not the sense. If we concen­
trate on what is being said we find that instead 
of expressing a feeling of sleep and dissolution, 
the lines are full of bustle. Notice the verbs of 
action: cling, clamber, beat, ride, delve, move. 
But perhaps I have misread the poem: Mr. Sem­
mler may well be right when he says that the 
lines "convey unforgettably Slessor's central idea 
of the prisoner, whether foetus, sleeper, or 
human being, beating against the walls of his 
dungeon." 

Generally though, in the two later books, 
Cuckooz Contrey (1932) and Five Bells (1939), 
Slessor's verse improved: his control tightened, 
his mastery of poetic technique achieved, at 
times, remarkable heights, and the worst of his 
poetic excesses disappeared. But his develop­
ment has been, in some ways, curiously disap­
pointing. In spite of his increase in skill, he 
allows good poems to be mined by strokes of 
bravura and dazzling description. He remains to 
the last content "to render the visible" rather 
than "to render visible". 

And this is probably because he is appalled 
by what he does see: Nothing. His sense of 
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despair increases in the 1930s, pervading his 
poetry. Occasionally he attempts to come to 
grips with his problem, and although he never 
finds any solution to the meaninglessness of life, 
he does write some interesting poems. 

But it is 'Five Bells', the poem which ends the 
collection One Hundred Poems, which most 
clearly and poignantly explores the poet's despair. 
It is a remarkably honest and (at times) powerful 
monologue on time and death and Slessor's sense 
of the meaninglessness of Iffe. The poet at his 
window staring out at the night over Sydney 
Harbour, hears time passing—a ship's five bells— 
and thinks of a friend who drowned in the har­
bour. In a series of natural, yet almost inconse­
quential memories he thinks of his friend and 
broods about this death, "The Nothing that was 
neither long nor short". He tries to find a mean­
ing: 

If I could find an answer, could only 
find 

Your meaning, or could say why you 
were here 

Who now are gone, what purpose gave 
you breath 

Or seized it back 

But he fails. There is nothing. Beauty, life, 
love, adventure, the fabulous heroic past mean 
nothing, are nothing, in the face of inevitable 
silence and darkness and death. 

One of the most impressive things about this 
poem is that it seems to work in spite of (almost, 
in a curious way, because of) some obviously 
weak and incoherent lines.'' It is as though the 
poem itself were acting out the frustration and 
agonizing bewilderment of Slessor's search for 
an explanation: and we see his nihilism, his des­
pair, and his utter inability to find any meaning 
or purpose in life, finally overwhelm him. 

Looking back over what I have written I find 
that I have given a disproportionate amount of 
space to Slessor's failings. I am sorry for this 
because Slessor is, quite clearly, one of Aus­
tralia's finest and most interesting poets, a man 
with enviable gifts. But when I look again at 
Mr. Semmler's encomium and re-read some of his 
more fatuous oversimplifications—on Slessor's 
'pure poetry', for instance, or his "explanation" 
for the many window and sea images in the 
poetry (Slessor often looked at Sydney Harbour 
through a window!)—I would maintain that some 
attempt at a balance was necessary. 

WILLIAM GRONO 

NOTES 

1. That Mr Semmler does know better can be 
seen from the final sentence of his essay 
'Some Aspects of Australian Literary Criticism', 
in Clement Semmler and Derek Whitelock 
(ed.) Literary Australia, ( Melbourne, 1966) 
p. 68: "But above all they have each and 
everyone observed what I maintain to be the 
critic's cardinal function—at all times and 
under all circumstances (and I quote again 
and finally from Helen Gardner) 'to assist his 
readers to find the value he beheves the work 
to have'." 

2. 'Modern English Poetry', The Union Recorder, 
I October 1931; reprinted as Australian Eng­
lish Association Offprint No. 9. The sentence 
was quoted by Charles Higham, 'The Poetry 
of Kenneth Slessor' in Grahame Johnston (ed.) 
Australian Literary Criticism, (Melbourne, 
1962) p. 85. 

3. Chris Wallace-Crabbe, 'Kenneth Slessor and 
the Powers of Language', in Geoffrey Dutton 
(ed.) The Literature of Australia, (Adelaide, 
1964) p. 343. 

4. Charles Higham, op. cit. p. 83. 

5. Judith Wright, 'Kenneth Slessor—Romantic 
and Modern', in her Preoccupations in Aus­
tralian Poetry (London, 1965) p. 145. 

6. R. G. Howarth, 'Sound in Slessor's Poetry', 
in Southerly, 1955, no. 4, p. 193. 

7. I would like to spend more time on this re­
markable poem, but will have to be content 
with recommending, as a useful antidote to 
Mr. Semmler's eulogistic appraisal, the very 
detailed analysis of it in T. J. Kelly's The 
Focal Word (Brisbane, 1966) p. 281. 
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Some JOURNALS published by 

UNIVERSITY OF WESTERN AUSTRALIA PRESS 

ANTHROPOLOGICAL FORUM 
An international journal of social and cultural anthropology and 
comparative sociology. Subscription: $1.50 

THE AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION 
An annual review of some of the broader and more advanced 
educational issues. Subscription: $1.50 

ESSAYS IN FRENCH LITERATURE 
A journal which aims to provide a forum for the discussion of 
aspects of French literature from the Middle Ages to the present 
day. Subscription: $1.50 

UNIVERSITY STUDIES IN HISTORY 
Studies in Australian history with some emphasis on the history 
of Western Australia. Subscription: $1.05 

STUDIES IN MUSIC 
A journal which provides a forum for the discussion of all 
aspects of musical thought. Subscription: $1.50 

WESTERLY 
A quarterly review which publishes contemporary Australian 
creative and critical writing. 
Subscription: $2.40 per annum, plus postage: 
20c Australasia; overseas 60c per annum. 

ECONOMIC ACTIVITY 
A quarterly journal which pubKshes comment and analysis of 
economic activity in Australia with an emphasis on Western 
AustraHa. Subscription: $4.00 

FARM POLICY 
A quarterly review of contemporary problems and developments 
in agricultural economics. Subscription: $2 
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UNIVERSITY 
BOOKSHOP 

at the University, Nedlands, Western Australia 

Specialists in the Service and Supply 

of University Text Books and organised 

for obtaining any vŷ ork of Literature 

published overseas. 

For Prompt Attention - - Ring 86 2481 



westerly 
Previous issues are available 

INDONESIAN ISSUE 

No. 2, 1966, edited by Dr. M. A. Jaspan, articles by 

Professor Johns, Drs. Soebardi. Translated stories and 

poems. 

SEAFORTH MACKENZIE ISSUE 

No. 3, 1966, biographical article by Diana Davis. 

Poems, including some previously unpublished work, 

introduction by Evan Jones. Short stories. 

THE PATRICIA HACKETT PRIZE 

The Patricia Hackett Prize for the best original creative 

contribution to Westerly is awarded each year. The award 

for 1966 ($210) will be announced in No. 1 of 1967. 
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JOHN KEATS 

Bronze cast from a life mask 

a heap 

Of candied apple, quince, and plum, and gourd; 

With jellies soother than the creamy curd, 

And lucent syrops, tinct with cinnamon; 

Manna and dates, in argosy transferr'd 

From Fez; and spiced dainties, every one. 

From silken Samarcand to cedar'd Lebanon. 

from THE EVE OF ST. AGNES 

KEATS'S GLOWING IMAGINATION COULD ONLY CONJURE UP EXOTIC DELICACIES WHICH 

IN THE MODERN WORLD ARE AVAILABLE AT EVERY ONE OF T O M THE G H E A P G R O C E R ' S 

135 STORES THROUGHOUT AUSTRALIA. 

westerly i s P U B L I S H E D B Y T H E U N I V E R S I T Y O F W E S T E R N AUSTRALIA PRESS, SET 

IN CALEDONIA TYPE-FACE AND PRINTED BY ALPHA PRINT PTY. LTD., PERTH, W.A. 


