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ABSTRACT 

 

This thesis examines the relationship between poetic language, psychiatric illness, and the 

threat of ontological dissolution, in relation to the work of three modern Australian 

poets: Francis Webb (1925-1973), Bruce Beaver (1928-2004) and Michael Dransfield 

(1948-1973). The thesis focuses on poems that have the psychiatric ward as their setting 

or immediate background. Each of these three poets, moreover, writes of illnesses 

involving a loss of contact with reality, sometimes called psychosis, and the speaking 

voices (the ‘lyric subject’) of their poems exhibit complex relationships to the words they 

are enunciating. The thesis contends that the formal characteristics of the poems have a 

significant role in shaping the mentally ill subject, and the way they interact with written 

and spoken language. In particular, the way Webb, Beaver and Dransfield portray a 

disruption within the lyric subject that corresponds to disruptions in the language of the 

poem. It is argued, in other words, that subjectivity and poetic language are mutually 

constitutive.  

 

Psychosis, the general name given to conditions in which one experiences a break with 

reality, is often characterised by delusions, hallucinations, and disordered speech. 

Furthermore, it has been observed that one’s subjectivity can radically inflate or, 

alternatively, radically diminish, during a psychotic episode. For instance, subjects can 

experience themselves as non-existent or dead, as fused with the identities of others, or 

can believe that they have become all-powerful and omnipotent. Psychotic states can also 

make one highly sensitive to words or alternatively, can render words meaningless, and 

this thesis examines how the psychotic speaker’s complex relationship to language is 

foregrounded in the compressed linguistic medium of poetry. 

 

This thesis considers aspects of Webb, Beaver and Dransfield’s poetry that could be 

considered modernist or confessional, and the significance of these frameworks in the 

depiction of a subject that is both expanding and dissolving. As late modernist poets, 

Webb, Beaver and Dransfield have inherited a tendency to both celebrate and dissolve 

the subject. Modernist poetry developed and extended the idea that the lyric subject is in 

a constant state of dissolution, a sensation that is also experienced by sufferers of 

psychosis. The thesis argues not that modernist poetry is inherently psychotic, but that 

the characteristics of modernist poetry render it well adapted to represent the identity 
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dissolutions that can occur in psychosis. Moreover, these poets fit, to varying degrees, 

with the ‘confessional’ school to emerge in the late 1950s and 1960s. Confessional 

poetry, a particular subset of modernism, is strongly centred on the lyric subject (the one 

confessing) and is typified by the heightening of subjectivity, on the one hand, and on the 

other, by the appearance of a destructive or fragmented subject.  

 

Chapter One argues that Francis Webb’s schizophrenia and notion of a ‘dead, word-

haunted man’, is poignantly evoked in his Ward Two sequence first published in 1964. In 

Ward Two, language is a phenomenon that both causes and alleviates suffering, and it 

positions the lyric subject as a persecuted, Christlike figure. Chapter Two argues that 

Beaver’s poems about psychosis construct such illnesses as having a linguistic quality, 

and that language has a pacifying function in relation to states of psychiatric distress. In 

his collection Letters to Live Poets (1969), Beaver uses poetic language to shape and order 

experience in a way that takes into account both human creativity and destructiveness. 

Finally, Chapter Three analyses poetic depictions of drug-induced hallucinations, 

psychiatric wards, and oscillations between inflated and collapsed identities in the poetry 

of Michael Dransfield. It argues that Dransfield’s experimental, late modernist poetry—

which veers into postmodernism—presents a subject that is constituted by fragmentary 

language, and susceptible to ontological disintegration. In each of these chapters, it is 

argued that acute psychiatric distress is uniquely expressed through the linguistic 

versatility offered by the poetic mode.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Fragmentation of the lyric subject  

In Robert Adamson’s poem ‘Visiting Francis Webb’, Adamson describes visiting 

the Australian poet in his psychiatric hospital ward, noting the ‘careful lawns’, 

‘curving concrete path’ and the patient’s ‘thick Australian drawl’. The poem relates 

how Webb spoke of being disillusioned about poetry as his books don’t sell, and 

concludes the lyric poem with the haunting image: ‘His looks? His madness? His 

grey hair? / His eyes floating in the polished air.’ (Adamson n.p.). What Adamson 

identifies with this final image is the sensation whereby a person appears to be 

somewhat detached from their body and identity; in this case, his eyes are floating 

and separate from his sense of selfhood. This phenomenon of becoming 

depersonalised, of a chasm between one’s physical body and one’s subjectivity, is 

also evident in the anecdote of literary scholar Donald Hall, who met poet Ezra 

Pound shortly before Pound’s death. According to Hall, Pound stood in the 

doorway and said to him, ‘Mr Hall, you-find-me-in-fragments.’ In bursts of 

language, he said, ‘You have driven – all the way – from England – to find a man – 

who is only fragments.’ (Brown 166). Both Adamson’s image and Hall’s anecdote 

point to an enduring theme in poetry of the twentieth century and in modernist 

literature: the dissolution or breakdown of the speaking subject. Such 

fragmentation or breakdown of the lyric subject became a crucial part of poetry 

and poetic theory in the twentieth century, through Imagist doctrines, T.S. Eliot’s 

theory of impersonality and the objective correlative, the fractured speaking subject 

of World War One poetry, and the postmodern subject that tended to oscillate 

between ecstasy and self-destruction. (Mansfield 168). This thesis considers poetic 

subjects in breakdown in the work of three modern Australian poets—Francis 

Webb, Bruce Beaver, and Michael Dransfield—with particular reference to 

fragmented speakers in poems about psychiatric illness.  

 

Francis Webb (1925-1973) was diagnosed with schizophrenia, and spent much of 

his life in psychiatric wards, and describes one of his institutionalised subjects as a 

‘dead, word-haunted man’. (Delmonte 55). Webb wrote about illness and 

institutionalisation in his famous Ward Two sequence, the first poetic sequence of 
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institutionalisation in Australian poetry. Bruce Beaver (1928-2004) suffered from 

bipolar disorder, and had bouts of manic-depressive psychosis, which involved 

similar symptoms to those experienced by Webb. Worried that he would turn into 

a ‘vegetable’ and lose his ability to think and use language, in the late sixties Beaver 

hurriedly drafted the manuscript of Letters to Live Poets, a volume of poetry that 

explored amongst other things, his illness and recovery, and which was hailed as 

the first collection of confessional poetry in Australia. Both Webb and Beaver were 

heavily represented in the seminal Generation of ’68 anthology New Impulses in 

Australian Poetry (1968), a sign that that their poetry was broadly accepted at the 

time. Thirdly and finally, the poet Michael Dransfield (1948-1973) experimented 

with hallucinogenic drugs, which Paula Keogh believed allowed him to feel as if he 

were ‘riding a wave to the edge of existence’, which caused him to have 

hallucinations, to identify with the experience of ‘madness’, and which led to his 

hospitalisation. (Keogh 123). Across his many collections of poetry, Dransfield 

wrote sporadically about his ‘madness’, hallucinations and life in hospital, and his 

imaginings often involve the concept of one’s fragmented subjectivity, as if his 

existence and sense of being wasn’t entirely secure. Apart from sharing common 

psychiatric symptoms and experience of life in a hospital ward, Webb, Beaver and 

Dransfield also share an interest in the poetic subject’s relationship to language, 

and it is for this reason I have brought these three poets together in this thesis.  

 

Each of these poets utilise the lyric medium to construct and dismantle poetic 

identities, conveying subjects with complex relationships to language. They all 

write at some point of the psychiatric ward, a space in which their existential crises 

are heightened, where their language seems to go unheard except for in the ‘walls’ 

of the poem itself. Webb, Beaver and Dransfield wrote at slightly different times 

during the 1960s and early 70s, and with contrasting lyric modes, and they each 

present a fragmented, ontologically insecure speaker in different ways. Webb’s 

traditional, formally structured verse constructs a speaker who is subject to 

language; who is possessed by words as if by an extrinsic force. The epistolary 

poems of Bruce Beaver, on the other hand, employ a relaxed, confessional tone 

that assumes an ambivalent relationship to words, which his speaker finds both 

creative and destructive. Finally, in the looser, more experimental lines of 

Dransfield, the speaker’s psychic dissolution is paralleled by an awareness that the 
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poem itself is on the verge of collapse. In this thesis, I explore the way these poets 

evoke a subject’s fraught relationship to language through the medium of the lyric 

poem, where the linguistic versatility of the poetic mode is brought into the service 

of representing acute psychiatric distress. 

 

Psychosis and subject dissolution 

The illness common to my three selected poets is that they each write of a form of 

‘psychosis’, a condition in which one experiences a break in contact with reality, 

and which is often characterised by delusions, hallucinations, and disordered 

speech. (Martin and McFerran n.p.). The DSM-5 states that the schizophrenia 

spectrum and other psychotic disorders are defined by abnormalities in one or 

more of the following five domains: delusions, hallucinations, disorganized 

thinking (speech), grossly disorganized or abnormal motor behaviour (including 

catatonia), and negative symptoms (such as diminished emotional expression and 

avolition). (DSM-5 n.p.). As far as the relationship between psychosis and language 

is concerned, the symptom of disorganized thinking is relevant as the individual 

‘may switch from one topic to another’, and speech may be ‘so severely 

disorganized that it is nearly incomprehensible’. (DSM-5 n.p.). 

 

In approaching a thesis on the psychotic subject in poetry, it is helpful to look at 

anecdotal material about what can happen to one’s perception in the psychotic 

state. Much has been written in psychiatry and psychoanalysis about the way that 

one’s subjectivity alters—for instance, how it can inflate or diminish—during a 

psychotic episode. In her monograph, Incandescent Alphabets: Psychosis and the Enigma 

of Language, Annie G. Rogers comments, 

 

changed aspects of perception make it quite plausible and possible for something strange and 

perplexing to happen to the subject. If there is a gap between an individual’s sense of self and the 

flow of her consciousness, aspects of subjectivity could become reified and externalised: no 

longer part of self, they become strange and puzzling. The logical extension of such a state is that 

inner experience appears to come from outside and becomes impervious to one’s personal 

control. What we see in psychosis is a profound self-alienation, beginning with subtle, but 

disturbing, changes in perception. (Rogers 164). 

 



	  4	  

James M. Glass, who has written many monographs on psychosis, makes the 

observation that during an episode, subjects can ‘experience their human selves as 

non-existent, dead, worthless, thinglike, and in some instances animallike.’ (Glass 

1). He argues that persons who experience these states are living ‘in unfree states 

of being’, and that ‘their experience shows a retreat to private inner worlds whose 

meaning is obscure, whose function lies in defending the self from fear, 

annihilation, and fragmentation.’ (Glass 2). In What is Madness? Darian Leader 

explains that some psychotic people describe their existence 

 

as if they are already dead, but their body just hasn’t realized this yet. They walk around and 

function socially yet feel a million miles away from anyone else. The image of the body has 

become prised apart from any idea of conscious possession or control. (Leader 44). 

 

Other perceptions from patients included that they didn’t have a body, that their 

body was in pieces with its parts attached to other people, or that their body did 

not belong to them but rather to someone else. (Leader 44). Bodily changes in 

schizophrenia, an extreme psychotic disorder, can take the form of the sensation 

that a particular body part is  

 

narrowed, widened, flattened, swollen, dried, knotted or displaced. They may feel held down and 

compressed by strings or tongs, or that foreign bodies are being inserted into them, and have 

sensations of cracking, tugging, compression or dislocation. (Leader 89). 

 

When a person is experiencing this state of mind, their subjectivity appears to be 

shattered, as their ‘thoughts, movements and speech seem to have no personal 

relevance’. (Leader 136). Leader explains that psychotic patients may feel that there 

is no place from which they can speak, yet although their subjectivity is 

undermined in this way, they are nonetheless increasingly sensitive to the world 

around them: ‘Dead means distant and cut off yet at the same time incredibly open 

and unprotected.’ (Leader 112). The anonymous author of Autobiography of a 

Schizophrenic Girl, known as Renee, illustrates this paradox whereby the subject 

perceives herself as dead, but sees the things around her as alive and threatening: 

 

The stone jar, decorated with blue flowers, was there facing me, defying me with its presence, 

with its existence. To conquer my fear I looked away. My eyes met a chair, then a table; they were 

alive, too, asserting their presence. I attempted to escape their hold by calling out their names. I 
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said, ‘chair, jug, table, it is a chair.’ But the word echoed hollowly, deprived of all meaning; it had 

left the object, was divorced from it, so much so that on one hand it was a living, mocking thing, 

on the other, a name, robbed of sense, an envelope emptied of content. Nor was I able to bring 

the two together, but stood rooted there before them, filled with fear and impotence. 

(Autobiography 35). 

 

For this schizophrenic patient, her feelings of impotence and non-existence are 

reinforced by the apparent aliveness of the objects around her. Louis A. Sass 

observes this phenomenon in his book Madness and Modernism, where he notes that, 

 

Schizophrenic individuals often describe themselves as feeling dead yet hyperalert—a sort of 

corpse with insomnia; thus one such patient spoke of having been ‘translated’ into what he called 

a ‘death-mood,’ yet he also experienced his thoughts as somehow electric—heated up and 

intensified. (Sass 1992: 8). 

 

In the experience of another famous psychotic patient, Daniel Paul Schreber, it 

seemed ‘the world had come to an end, that everything he saw round himself was 

only a sham, he himself and the persons around him only lifeless shadows’. (Sass 

1994: 33). During his psychosis, Schreber perceived that he underwent a 

transformation of sex, that he lost his stomach, saw people change their heads, and 

realised that foreign beings were controlling his consciousness and his gaze. (Sass 

1994: 25). In this last example, it becomes apparent that a psychotic person may 

apprehend not only the loss of their subjectivity, but that their subjectivity is 

controlled by another person or being. This sensation of deadness or non-

existence is a theme that recurs in my three selected poets’ writings, where they 

explore this paradoxical condition of apparent living death. For instance, Webb 

describes his speaker as a ‘dead, word haunted man’, and in the poem 

‘Homosexual’ writes, ‘we have simply ceased, are not dead’. (Delmonte 55; Webb 

319). Beaver writes in one of his poems of retreating like a squid into a ‘pall of ink’, 

and compares himself to the animalistic image of Blake’s Nebuchadnezzar. (Beaver 

29-30). In his poem ‘Chopin ballade’, Dransfield describes the dwindling of one’s 

sense of existence, stating that the subject’s ‘actual being / is less than a 

metaphysical reflection / in your goblet of kirsch’. (Dransfield 5). My intention in 

highlighting these features in my selected poets’ works is not merely to assert that 

they write of a condition of psychosis, but to point out that their poetry addresses 

the spectre of a depleted subjectivity.  
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Another example of a psychotic’s fragmented subjectivity is the phenomenon 

wherein distinctions between self and other may disappear. Sass and Parnas cite a 

patient with schizophrenia as saying that they could not ‘distinguish how much of 

myself is in me and how much is already in others.’ (Sass and Parnas 431). The 

dispersal of the subject is apparent too in the common psychotic symptom wherein 

one hears their own thoughts as if spoken aloud, as if they were simultaneously 

available to other people. (Sass and Parnas 432). In other words, there are no 

longer the usual boundaries or markers between self and other. Leader elucidates, 

for example, the difference in depressive and schizophrenic thinking: 

 

A depressed person can tell you that they walk and eat as if someone else were doing it, and that 

they feel disconnected from their actions, but in schizophrenia there can be the idea that one is 

actually being made to do those things. This is a crucial difference. Actions as well as feelings and 

thoughts can be produced from the outside, rather than just experienced as distant. (Leader 95).  

 

Leader elaborates that this sense of an outside force acting on the self is often 

called ‘mental automatism’, and that the psychotic subject can feel ‘acted upon, 

spoken upon, thought about, yet not master of their own acts’. (Leader 128). In the 

psychotic state, therefore, one’s subjectivity is not merely diminished, but is 

somewhat displaced, and the affected person can feel that their thoughts and 

actions are in the power of another. My selected poets all write of this sensation. 

Webb describes how ‘thought and being are given over’, and how the subject’s 

‘Being is tender and succulent and porous’. (Webb, 319-20, 317). In one of 

Beaver’s poems there is the image of a newspaper seller melding with the speaker 

and becoming composite parts of a single Tiresias. (Beaver 30-31). Dransfield’s 

speaker asserts: ‘I am Proust, de Vigny, Owen Aherne, myself – the identities are 

interchangeable’. (Dransfield 243). These sensations of feeling that one is not 

oneself suggest a radical upset in the experience of subjectivity, and I aim to argue 

that the complexities and ambiguities of poetic language heighten and foreground 

these experiences. 

 

In spite of these examples of fragmented or displaced subjectivity, psychotic 

delusions are inherently paradoxical, and while subjectivity may be displaced, and 

thus diminished, in one respect, it can be heightened or concentrated in other 
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respects. Indeed, the perceived threat to their ontological security often sits 

alongside a psychotic subject’s perception that the self is all-powerful and 

omnipotent. For instance, in ‘Civilised Madness: Schizophrenia, Self-consciousness 

and the modern mind’, Louis A. Sass observes: 

 

A strange duality lies at the heart of the schizophrenic condition. On the one hand, such patients 

tend to lose their sense of active and integrated intentionality. Instead of serving as a kind of 

anchoring center, the self may be dispersed outward, where it fragments into parts that float 

among the things of the world; even the most intimate thoughts and inclinations may appear to 

emanate from some external source or foreign soul, as if they were ‘the workings of another 

psyche’. On the other hand, the self can come to seem pre-eminent and all-powerful: […] one’s 

own consciousness may seem poised at the very epicentre of the universe – with all the strata of 

Being arrayed about it, as around some all-powerful or constituting solipsistic deity. The self may 

seem the necessary and omnipotent foundation of the universe, while the external world may 

seem ephemeral or illusory. (Sass 1994: 86). 

 

The paradoxical nature of the psychotic state means that patients may feel that 

their subjectivity is fragmented and dispersed, but also that their subjectivity is 

heightened and charged with significance. An example is the common symptom of 

solipsistic beliefs, delusions that without the subject’s thoughts or speech, the 

world around them would no longer exist. For instance, in Schreber’s memoirs, he  

 

describes himself as sitting in a park where wasps or other insects repeatedly appear before his 

eyes. He was convinced that these apparent insects were brought into being at the very instant his 

eyes fell on them, and that they disappeared when he looked away. (Sass 1994: 33). 

 

In Madness and Modernism, Sass gives the example of patients who expressed: ‘If you 

do not keep in touch with me, you will perish’; ‘Once I am dead, you will all lose 

your minds’; and ‘If you can’t find a substitute for me, everything is lost.’ (Sass 

1992: 303). In other words, while a psychotic person’s subjectivity can be 

undermined by delusions of deadness or being controlled by another, their 

subjectivity can also become of paramount significance, even to the point at which 

the world’s existence seems to depend on their experience. This phenomenon is 

apparent in Webb’s work in the way that unlikely figures such as psychiatric 

patients are positioned as kings or gods, in Beaver’s poetry where the subject sees a 

flying saucer and believes that he is the one chosen to communicate with aliens, 

and solipsism pervades Dransfield’s poetry as he imagines the expansion of ‘being’, 
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and writes in ‘Chaconne for a solipsist’ that nothing exists beyond the speaker’s 

perception.  

 

A crucial aspect of the psychotic condition, particularly in relation to the way it is 

represented in poetry, is the way it can affect the subject’s relationship with 

language. For example, psychotic states can make a person highly sensitive to 

words and signs in the world around them: 

 

As reality decomposes in certain moments of psychosis, we find clues as to how it has been built 

up and constructed in the first place. The neighbour’s gossip, the allusions in the street, the 

remarks in the newspapers, the talking neurones and the brick that sends a message all show that 

the world has started to speak. Everything in that person’s reality has become a sign, 

communicating to them, whispering to them, addressing them … (Leader 43). 

  

Although words, signs and symbols can suddenly take on extreme significance, 

Leader points out that in psychosis, words can become either disconnected from 

their meanings, or alternatively they can become too connected. (Leader 73). An 

example of the former, in which words are disconnected from their meanings, is 

apparent in Autobiography of a Schizophrenic Girl, where Renee ‘heard the street noises 

– a trolley passing, people talking, a horse neighing, a horn sounding, each 

detached, immovable, separated from its source …’ (Autobiography 10). Another 

instance is when Renee perceived things as separate from their signifiers or 

meanings: 

 

(when I) looked at a chair or a jug, I thought not of their use or function–a jug not as something 

to hold water and milk, a chair not as something to sit in–but as having lost their names, their 

functions and meanings; they became “things” and began to take on life, to exist. (Autobiography 

34-35). 

 

While words can become disconnected from their meanings in psychosis, 

psychotics can also treat words as if they are concrete things. (De Masi,5-6). On 

the other hand, Sass points out that it is quite common for schizophrenics and 

schizoids, for instance, to complain of the inadequacy of language. (Sass 1992: 50). 

The subjective experience wherein language can take on either extreme importance 

or conversely, can diminish in significance, is one I seek to explore in the writings 

of my three Australian poets. Webb’s lyric subjects display an extreme sensitivity to 
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words in that the ‘giddy alphabet’ can threaten their innocence, and as psychiatric 

ward patients, they are ‘filled with the word unwritten’; Beaver imagines poets and 

writers as ‘writhing / in a widespread poison of the word’; and Dransfield 

envisages black scripts as prompting ‘extraordinary hallucinations’. (Webb 316; 

Beaver 34; Dransfield 5). In the work of the chosen poets, I will explore the 

psychotic speaker’s relationship to language—which is different to that of 

normative speakers, and in which words can be highly significant or alternatively, 

meaningless, and how this is acutely foregrounded in this compressed linguistic 

medium. 

 

Mid-twentieth century theories 

My methodology, in attending to a close reading of these poems, is aligned with 

the literary strategies employed by the New Criticism of the early twentieth 

century. A prominent New Critic, Reuben Brower, argued that ‘the safest clue to 

the order and quality of the expression lies in the closest attention to style, and we 

have been willing to test our hints and guesses about what is going on in the work 

by turning to words and their arrangement’. (Brower vii). As John Crowe Ransom 

wrote, ‘the texture of poetry is one of incessant particularity, and each fresh 

particular is capable of enlisting emotions and attitudes.’ (Ransom 25). It is to these 

incessant particularities of poetry, and the emotions and attitudes that they enlist, 

that I turn to in my study of three Australian poets. In her book-length study, 

Engagements with Close Reading, Annette Federico argued that close reading involves a 

‘cultivation of self-consciousness about the reading experience, a desire for more 

awareness of what’s going on – the kind of reading that opens the door to a 

deeper, more critical understanding of the particular work being read, and of the 

experience of reading as a whole.’ (Federico 9). Federico defines close reading as ‘a 

deliberately undertaken activity that asks for attention to the real-time experience 

of reading a literary work united with an effort to step back from the experience in 

order to better understand (1) the work’s form, its craftsmanship and artistry, (2) the 

work’s feeling, or its personal and psychological resonance, and (3) the work’s ethos, 

its implied commentary on human values.’ (Federico 9). Rather than identifying 

resonances between the work of these poets and the theories of antipsychiatry, 

psychoanalysis, or schizoanalysis, my study closely attends to the poetic language 

and analyses the way the poetic form engages with complex mental disturbances. 
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In holding each poetic line up to the light and attending to its sound, imagery and 

complexity, I aim to show how the poets use words to depict the mentally ill 

subject and their relationship to language. Attending closely to the poetic language 

allows the contradictions, ambiguities and paradoxes that arise in the depiction of 

complex psychological states to be illuminated. 

 

The time that these three poets were writing, in the 1960s and 1970s, was a 

turbulent and fascinating time for ideas surrounding psychiatric illness and the 

mentally ill subject. Anti-psychiatrists such as R.D. Laing and Thomas Szasz were 

arguing that mental illness was a myth, that psychiatric treatments often did more 

harm than good, and that madness need not be all breakdown but that it may also 

be a breakthrough, ‘potentially liberation and renewal as well as enslavement and 

existential death’. (Laing 110). Szasz argued in books such as Schizophrenia: The 

Sacred Symbol of Psychiatry, that the ‘invention’ of schizophrenia justified the practice 

of confining madmen by compulsory hospitalization. (Szasz 22). He contended 

that there is no such thing as schizophrenia, and that schizophrenia is ‘not a 

disease, but only the name of an alleged disease’. (Szasz 191). On the other hand, 

Laing argued in The Divided Self that for the schizoid, there was a ‘rent in his 

relation with his world’, but also a ‘disruption of his relation with himself’, and his 

book attempts an ‘existential-phenomenological account of some schizoid and 

schizophrenic persons.’ (Laing 17). Laing asserted the value of listening to the 

schizophrenic or psychotic, asserting that ‘the cracked mind of the schizophrenic 

may let in light which does not enter the intact minds of many sane people whose 

minds are closed’. (Laing 27). My approach in this thesis does not subscribe to this 

romantic perception of the schizophrenic or psychotic, but where Laing’s 

scholarship does become useful is in his discussion of what he terms the 

‘ontologically insecure’ person or subject. For Laing, an ‘ontologically insecure’ 

individual,  

 

may feel more unreal than real; in a literal sense, more dead than alive; precariously differentiated 

from the rest of the world, so that his identity and autonomy are always in question. He may lack 

the experience of his own temporal continuity. He may not possess an over-riding sense of 

personal consistency or cohesiveness. He may feel more insubstantial than substantial, and unable 

to assume that the stuff he is made of is genuine, good, valuable. And he may feel his self as 

partially divorced from his body. (Laing 42).  
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This conception of the ontologically insecure individual is useful for my study of 

these three Australian poets writing about experiences in which they feel a 

disconnect within themselves and with the rest of the world, and I will draw upon 

this term throughout the thesis to refer to such feelings of insubstantiality and 

disrupted identity.  

 

Another body of scholarship on madness that emerged in the 1960s was Michel 

Foucault’s History of Madness and Madness and Civilisation. In these texts, Foucault 

analysed the nature of madness as a phenomenon and symbol from the classical 

era and Renaissance to the present day. Foucault argues that madness was 

essentially the absence of reason, or ‘reason dazzled’, and contends that systems of 

confinement glorify the animality of madness and have the objective of avoiding 

scandal. But where Foucault’s findings are most relevant to my research is where 

he discusses the relationship of madness to language: 

 

Language is the first and last structure of madness, its constituent form; on language are based all 

the cycles in which madness articulates its nature. That the essence of madness can be ultimately 

defined in the simple structure of a discourse does not reduce it to a purely psychological nature 

but gives it a hold over the totality of soul and body; such discourse is both the silent language by 

which the mind speaks to itself in the truth proper to it, and the visible articulation in the 

movements of the body. (Foucault 100).  

 

This idea that language is the basis from which madness articulates its nature is an 

important launching point for my thesis, as it implies that madness is both 

identified and treated through the use of words, particularly through a subject’s 

speech and through the way they respond to the speech of others. Foucault is 

contending that for the mad, language has power over both body and soul, and 

that madness manifests in the silent language of thoughts and in one’s body 

language. If language has such significance in the identification, expression and 

treatment of madness, I argue that the linguistically potent form of poetry has a 

unique capacity to explore this relationship between mental illness, the subject, and 

the medium of language. In portraying mental illness in a highly self-conscious, 

often dense, yet also fragmented medium, the poetic mode has inherent 

opportunities to depict the subjective experience of going mad, losing one’s 
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identity, and becoming especially sensitive to words in the surrounding world. In 

this thesis, I will at times make a distinction between the way language is 

envisioned or imagined in the poem—that is, how words affect the speaking 

subject—and the way language is operating in the poetic apparatus itself—that is, 

how the speaking subject utters words. In so doing, I will analyse how language in 

the poem is functioning, as well as making an argument for the function of the 

language of the poem.  

 

In approaching a thesis on the psychotic subject in lyric poetry, the approach 

adopted in psychoanalysis, in particular the writings of Freud and Lacan, offers 

particular insights since both Freud and Lacan theorised psychosis in terms of its 

relationship to language. Freud’s theory is that the psychotic’s construction of 

delusions, or delusional system, is an attempt at recovery, or a reconstruction of 

their subjective world. (Grigg 6). For Freud, psychotic delusions involve a renewed 

libidinal cathexis of objects by way of a second form of projection. In other words, 

rather than protecting the paranoiac from what is intolerable in the world, the 

second form of projection restores his relation to the world. (Dalzell 57). Freud 

came to understand schizophrenia, and its peculiarities of speech, in terms of a 

cathexis (the investment of emotional significance) of word representations, as 

opposed to object or thing representations (which predominate in the transference 

neuroses). (Dalzell 89-90). Freud accepted Bleuler’s view that ‘words in 

schizophrenia are subject to the mechanisms of condensation and displacement.’ 

(Dalzell 90). ‘Condensation’ denotes the process where an idea represents several 

associative chains, and ‘displacement’ refers to the phenomenon in which an idea’s 

emphasis, interest or intensity is detached from it and transferred onto other ideas. 

In other words, for Freud words are subject to being either connected to their 

meanings or detached from their meanings—and these processes become manifest 

in particular ways for the subject experiencing schizophrenia. Freud considered the 

libidinal cathexis of word representations in schizophrenia as an attempt to regain 

the lost object, but one that has to be satisfied with words instead of things. 

(Dalzell 91). Freud distinguishes his dream-work from schizophrenia by asserting 

that in dreams, the primary process works on the memories of things to which the 

words return, whereas in schizophrenia, the primary process works on the words 

themselves. (Dalzell 92). 
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Lacan, on the other hand, distinguished neurosis from psychosis by stating that 

neurosis operates by way of repression, while psychosis operates by way of 

foreclosure. (Grigg 3). Foreclosure in psychosis is the foreclosure of the Name-of-

the-Father, a key signifier that ‘anchors’ or ‘quilts’ signifier and signified. Thus it is 

only when what is foreclosed is specifically concerned with the question of the 

father, that psychosis is produced. The term ‘Name-of-the-Father’ indicates that 

what is at issue is not a person but a signifier, one that is replete with cultural and 

religious significance. It is a key signifier for the subject’s symbolic universe, 

regulating this order and giving it its structure. (Grigg 9). ‘Foreclosure’ refers not to 

the fact that a speaker makes a statement that declares something impossible – a 

process closer to disavowal – but to the fact that the speaker lacks the very 

linguistic means for making the statement at all. (Grigg 4). Grigg explains:  

 

All psychotic phenomena can in fact be analysed as phenomena of speech, rather than as a 

reaction by the subject, in the imaginary, to a lack in the symbolic. […] First, there is an initial 

experience of an enigma, arising from an absence or lack of meaning that occurs in the place 

where meaning should be. The enigma arises because the expectation of meaning that the 

signifier generates is radically disappointed. An enigma is not just the absence of meaning but also 

its absence there where meaning should be present. Thus in a second stage what was already 

implicit in the first comes to the fore, namely, the conviction, which by its very nature the 

signifier generates that there is a meaning, […] or that ‘all nonsense cancel itself out.’ (Grigg 12).  

 

Grigg explains that in this situation there is effectively a failure of language (‘the 

code’) to produce meaning (‘the message’). (Grigg 12). In Lacan’s view, the famous 

psychotic patient Schreber had foreclosed a fundamental signifier – the Name-of-

the-Father – and it was its return that caused his verbal hallucinations and the 

collapse of his world. (Dalzell 303). According to Lacan, psychosis is characterised 

by language disorders or by symptoms such as delusion and hallucination. These 

indicate the return of signifiers, which have not been signified, to the Real. The 

signifiers have not been signified because of the foreclosure of the Name-of-the-

Father. According to Lacan, by using language we fictionalize our beings and create 

a generalized form of madness in ourselves. (Vanheule 42). Lacan said, ‘It’s the 

register of speech that creates all the richness of the phenomenology of psychosis, 

it’s here that we see all its aspects, decompositions, refractions.’ (Vanheule 45). 

Vanheule adds that the principal way a clinician gains knowledge about mental life 
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is via a patient’s speech, and that hallucinations and delusions are articulated in 

speech and take shape via language. (Vanheule 45). Lacan’s theory expresses the 

idea that psychosis primarily concerns a way of relating to the signifier that differs 

from the way in which people conventionally use the signifying chain. (Vanheule 

45). Furthermore, Lacan believed that hallucinations have their basis in language, 

that they are the ‘expression of a radical disturbance in the signifying chain.’ 

(Vanheule 81-82).  

 

For both Freud and Lacan, psychosis was deeply connected to the subject’s 

relationship with words in the surrounding world. In my chapters, however, I will 

not be employing psychoanalysis as a theoretical framework with which to read the 

poems, because this approach would consider the theory behind the lyric speaker’s 

fraught relationship with language, instead of how it manifests in language. Rather, 

I mention Freud and Lacan’s observations about psychosis and language as a 

useful departure point from which I begin to analyse the lyric subject’s relationship 

with words, and my emphasis and interest is on how this relationship is conveyed 

through the poetic medium. 

 

Another influential body of scholarship concerning notions of the schizophrenic 

or psychotic is the schizoanalytic school of thought, as pioneered by Deleuze and 

Guattari in Anti-Oedipus. Deleuze and Guattari conceived of the schizophrenic as 

embodying the ‘universe of productive and reproductive desiring-machines’, and 

argued that the schizophrenic was a ‘body without organs’, i.e. the ‘unproductive, 

the sterile, the unengendered, the unconsumable’. (Deleuze and Guattari 5, 8-9). 

This concept of the schizophrenic as a body without organs resonates with the 

symptoms of psychosis that were described above, namely that the psychotic 

subject can feel as if they are dead, nothing-like, or machine-like. Deleuze and 

Guattari elucidate the schizophrenic experience as ‘a celibate misery and glory 

experienced to the fullest, like a cry suspended between life and death, an intense 

feeling of transition, states of pure, naked intensity stripped of all shape and form.’ 

(Deleuze and Guattari 20). It is this sensation of being in transition, contradiction 

or paradox, which interests me in my study of these three Australian poets, as I 

seek to analyse their voices or cries that are caught between elation and despair, 

omnipotence and nothingness, and between life and death. However, although 
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Deleuze and Guattari’s contentions about schizophrenia do echo the experience of 

psychosis that appears in the poems I study, as with psychoanalysis, I will not be 

employing schizoanalysis as a close-reading technique in my analysis of these 

poems. The reason for this choice is because I prefer not to focus on the reasons 

as to why the lyric subject is in a fragmented and complex state, but instead, I 

concentrate my attention on the interrelationship between the experience of 

symptoms by the subject, on the one hand, and the form the poetry takes, on the 

other. 

 

Mental illness in literature 

There is a rich critical literature which considers the relationship of the psychotic 

or mentally ill subject to creative literature. In Evelyne Keitel’s monograph Reading 

Psychosis: Readers, Texts and Psychoanalysis, Keitel considers texts such as Doris 

Lessing’s The Golden Notebook and Hannah Green’s I Never Promised You a Rose 

Garden, and their capacity to convey psychotic personality fragmentation, which 

she refers to as the ‘experience of being suspended at the verge of non-existence’. 

(Keitel 2). Labelling such texts ‘psychopathographies’, Keitel’s study illustrates how 

a literary text can allow for a psychotic experience to be communicated. (Keitel 3). 

However, she also points out that the personal identity dissolutions inherent in 

psychosis ‘may be structurally described, but cannot be fully communicated in their 

subjective and emotional dimensions.’ (Keitel 30). Indeed, Reading Psychosis 

contends that psychosis resists linguistic representation: ‘pathographical texts … 

are predominantly written in a highly conventional linguistic style which leaves the 

capability of language to represent “reality” unquestioned.’ (Keitel 14). In this thesis 

on three Australian poets, however, I argue that psychosis or the break with reality 

is represented in language, and that the poets achieve this by utilising the lyric 

mode in differing ways. Keitel contends that when reading psychopathographies, 

readers may experience some of the emotions inherent in psychotic personality 

dissolutions, such that ‘reading about psychosis becomes a reading psychosis’, a 

simulation of psychotic symptoms within the reader. (Keitel 107, 118). My 

approach differs from Keitel’s as I don’t seek to suggest that psychosis is 

reproduced within the reader, but rather that the poetic text conveys personal 

dissolution in the way it both assembles and disassembles the identity of the lyric 

speaker. According to my argument, psychosis does not necessarily reside in the 



	  16	  

reader or in the poet, but is mediated via the poetic text. Keitel’s study centres on 

how the formal structures of certain pathographical texts contain specific reading 

effects, and that the emotional elements of psychosis—such as pleasure, paralysis 

and oppression—develop while one is reading psychopathographies. (Keitel 13). 

My methodology differs from Keitel’s in this instance, as I am less concerned with 

the emotional effects of reading mental illness in Webb, Beaver and Dransfield, 

and more interested in how the language of the texts conveys an oscillation 

between existence and non-existence, omnipresence and dissolution. Keitel’s book 

argues that psychopathographies convey a condition beyond the realms of 

discourse and can be representative in spite of their resistance to language, while I 

will argue, conversely, that psychotic conditions are represented—by Webb, Beaver 

and Dransfield—as inherently linguistic, as language-based.  

 

In Psychoanalysis, Psychiatry and Modernist Literature, Kylie Valentine explores the 

intertextual relationship between psychoanalysis, psychiatry and modernist 

literature. Valentine argues that ‘the institutions that form both psychiatry and 

modernism, … and the clinical productions of madness, … enable a discussion of 

experiential and literary madness.’ (Valentine 30). She points out that the ‘aesthetic 

practices and thematic concerns critically important to modernism – decentring of 

the subject, crises in narratives of the self, biological and scientific knowledges, 

classicism, sexuality, embodiment – are also those of psychoanalysis.’ (Valentine 

31). Valentine charts new territory by addressing the modernist inflections of 

psychoanalysis, and the presence of psychoanalysis in modernism. She writes that 

‘For all the modernist emphasis on the technical and impersonal, modernist 

literature was concerned with sensation, emotions, and desire … And for all its 

technical analysis of literature, psychoanalysis was concerned with the same things.’ 

(Valentine 51). In her analysis of the relationship between madness and 

modernism, Valentine notes that ‘modernism represents the first literature in 

which the experience, rather than appearance, of madness is described.’ (Valentine 

101). This premise forms a fertile launching point for my own thesis, which aims 

to analyse the representations of the experience of madness in modernist 

Australian poetry. Valentine suggests that novels such as Mrs Dalloway draw out the 

emergence of madness in a particularly modernist mode, and while my argument 

has used modernist poetry to highlight techniques that represent illness, I have not 
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sought to argue that the representation of madness is in any way modernist. 

(Valentine 128).  

 

Also forging a strong connection between the experience of mental illness and its 

representation in literature is Louis A. Sass in his book, Madness and Modernism: 

Insanity in the Light of Modern Art, Literature and Thought. Rather than comparing 

psychosis to the reading process in the way that Keitel does, Sass argues that the 

characteristics of the psychotic experience share correspondences with the literary 

and artistic movement of modernism. Some of these characteristics include: the 

sensation of self-fragmentation; the perception that the world has been derealized 

(i.e. robbed of its substantiality or objectivity); an extreme inwardness, egoism or 

solipsism; a sense of multiperspectivism; and alienation from one’s action and 

experience. Sass argues that the qualities of modern—and especially, postmodern 

art—have much in common with schizophrenic or psychotic tendencies: 

 

After all, it has sometimes been alleged that modern art, perhaps especially in its postmodernist 

forms, is really a Dionysian phenomenon, its central characteristics being surrender to impulse 

and pleasure, an eclipse of all forms of distance (psychic, social, and aesthetic), and a regression to 

early, inchoate forms of psychic organization. (Sass 1992: 37). 

 

For Sass, the twentieth century saw a certain fragmentation, passivization and ‘loss 

of the self’s sense of unity and of its capacity for effective or voluntary action’. 

(Sass 31-32). In modernist texts such as James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young 

Man, the central character Stephen Daedalus describes the artist as remaining 

‘invisible, refined out of existence, indifferent,’ which Sass suggests reflects the 

schizoid condition in which one can exist in ‘internal multiplicity and disharmony’. 

(Sass 89-90). Conversely, Sass also argues that both schizophrenia and modernism 

can involve a subject that declares ‘its omniscience and boundless power’, a 

solipsism that achieves ‘some kind of pure apotheosis of subjectivity’. (Sass 300). 

In his observation, the schizophrenic and the modernist character share this 

paradoxical inflation and dissolution: 

 

The first involves a tendency for solipsistic grandiosity to flip over at a certain point into a 

disconcerting sense of responsibility, a profound ontological insecurity, and a devitalization of 

both self and world; the second, a tendency for subjectivism to efface the very distinctions on 

which it depends, thereby bringing on states of confusion and fusion that, at their limit, can cause 
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subjectivity itself to dissolve. If the first could be said to invoke a feeling, or a fear, of 

nothingness—of death and the void—the second eventuates in something more like chaos, in a 

kind of ultimate metaphysical collapse. (Sass 301). 

 

Sass’s contentions are useful to my thesis as I am engaged with Australian poets 

that can be associated with the Australian modernist movement. His argument that 

modernism shares characteristics with schizophrenic or psychotic thought allows 

me to identify aspects of the Australian poets’ work that, in presenting ideas of 

psychosis, formally resonates with accounts of that experience. However, while I 

observe that many of the qualities of Webb, Beaver and Dransfield’s work can be 

situated within the context of Australian modernism, my focus is primarily on how 

the form of the poetic language can push the boundaries of expressing psychotic 

experience, or psychic pain. According to my argument, it is not the characteristics 

of modernist literature that are conducive to representations of psychic dissolution, 

but it is rather the compressed, heightened and fragmented qualities of the poetic 

mode.  

 

Allen Thiher’s Revels in Madness: Insanity in Medicine and Literature, offers the 

hypothesis that there exists a modernist experience of madness in literature. 

(Thiher 250). In his chapter on modernist poetic discourses in madness and the 

section on the American confessionals, Thiher argues that for Sylvia Plath and 

Anne Sexton, ‘madness and poetry were the same expressionist experience’. 

(Thiher 271). Thiher claims that ‘Plath’s confessional poetry engages in an equally 

hopeless struggle to end the rupture that makes up the self’s relation to the world’, 

and that ‘the dislocation of self and world is presented as a condition of things, for 

there is no self to be a centre to these relations’. (Thiher 273). His observation that 

confessionals such as Plath embody a paradox, expressing a voice that belongs to 

no centre of identity, is one that I will extend and build upon. I will analyse the 

paradox of linguistically expressing conditions that involve a breakdown in 

language, and the creation of a poetic subject from a position in which the subject 

alternately views himself as all-encompassing or, conversely, annihilated.  

 

Madness in Literature by Lillian Feder takes a broad look at mental illness in texts 

ranging from Dionysiac myths and Shakespeare, to the poetry of Sylvia Plath and 

Allen Ginsberg. The chapter on the confessional poets of the 50s and 60s takes a 
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special interest in poets such as Theodore Roethke, John Berryman and Sylvia 

Plath, and their portrayal of a lyric subject who is experiencing psychic dissolution. 

Feder’s book focuses on modern poetry that conveys a sensation of living near an 

abyss, of being terrified by and yearning for dissolution of self, and my thesis has 

extended this analysis into Australian poetry of the 1950s and 60s. Another study 

on mental illness in literature is Mary Elene Wood’s Life Writing and Schizophrenia, 

which considers how those living with schizophrenia write about their lives given 

that the diagnosis defines them as unable to tell a coherent story. In this thesis, I 

argue that for Webb, Beaver and Dransfield, writing their psychic disturbances into 

poetry makes coherence out of incoherence, that the subtleties, complexities and 

ambiguities of the poetic mode create a semblance of order from disordered 

experiences. In her book, Wood is interested in  

 

how those diagnosed with the disease write about meaning, the search for meaning, and the 

absence of meaning, as well as how they connect writing and storytelling to the ongoing shaping 

of identities seen by others, and often by themselves, as severely disrupted, even destroyed. 

(Wood 19).  

 

Similarly, I am interested in the way Webb, Beaver and Dransfield write about 

language, as both an empowering and destructive phenomenon, and the way their 

speakers interact with ideas of meaning, textuality, writing and storytelling. My aim 

is to highlight that these lyric poems offer new ways of representing psychotic 

symptoms and the subject’s relationship with language. 

 

Modernist fragmentations 

Australian poets of the 1960s and 70s had as their direct predecessors the 

modernist poets of the early twentieth century, such as T.S. Eliot, W.B. Yeats, and 

Ezra Pound, who broke new ground in their poetic expressions of the fragmented 

subject. In Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity, Charles Taylor 

considers the tendency of modern art to both celebrate and dissolve the subject, so 

that it feels simultaneously powerful and broken into several pieces: 

 

Twentieth-century art has gone more inward, has tended to explore, even to celebrate subjectivity; 

it has explored new recesses of feeling, entered the stream of consciousness, spawned schools of 

art rightly called ‘expressionist.’ But at the same time, at its greatest it has often involved a 

decentring of the subject: an art emphatically not conceived as self-expression, an art displacing 
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the centre of interest onto language, or onto poetic transmutation itself, or even dissolving the 

self as usually conceived in favour of some new constellation. (Taylor 456). 

 

It is this simultaneous ‘slide to subjectivism’ and ‘anti-subjectivist thrust’ that seems 

to have evolved in modern poetry, and which work in opposition or in tension 

with one another. Writing of the modern problem of loss of self in The Mysteries of 

Identity: A Theme in Modern Literature, Robert Langbaum argues that Matthew 

Arnold is the first Victorian poet to deal with the issue, and ‘it is clear from what 

Arnold says on the subject that the self lost is the Wordsworthian or romantic self.’ 

(Langbaum 52). For the Romantics, Langbaum contends, wars within the self are ‘a 

sign of richness in the interior life’, but for Arnold the problem is that the interior 

life is thin, and often ‘simply not there’. (Langbaum 52). This process by which the 

subject’s inner life becomes absent or hollow is part of what interests me in my 

thesis on Webb, Beaver and Dransfield. 

 

Considering the concept of subject dissolution in twentieth century literature in his 

book The Modernist Self, Dennis Brown argues that ‘the convention of unitary 

selfhood remained central in literary discourse until the turn of the (twentieth) 

century.’ (Brown 6). Central to Brown’s monograph is the idea that ‘self-

fragmentation can be reassessed as a form of self-diversification and self-

plenitude’, so that ‘the fear involved in the perception “the centre cannot hold” 

may ultimately be resolved into an educated reaffirmation of selfhood as “Look 

what we’ve come through.”’ (Brown 12-13). For Brown, the notion of the 

fragmentary self began in fiction rather than in verse, but modernist poets soon 

picked up the trend of challenging the Romantic ideal of self-expression. (Brown 

20). Imagists such as T.E. Hulme, Ford, Lawrence, Joyce, Pound and Eliot 

denounced personality in favour of a poetic approach that reached out to objects 

or things. (Brown 21). Brown points out that modernists subjects such as Eliot’s 

Prufrock, for instance, try to speak of themselves but the words speak them, in 

coded signs, so that it is ‘impossible to say just what I mean’. (Brown 33). This 

phenomenon, where the poetic speaker is spoken by language rather than speaking 

language, and where there is a gulf between experience and words, is one that I 

explore in my three selected Australian poets.  
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As part of literary modernism, the surrealist movement was crucial to twentieth 

century ideas of poetic madness. In his surrealist manifesto of 1924, Andre Breton 

defined surrealism as ‘Psychic automatism in its pure state, by which one proposes 

to express—verbally, by means of the written word, or in any other manner—the 

actual functioning of thought.’ (Breton 26). Surrealists believed in representing the 

suspension of consciousness, the exploration of dreams and hallucinations, and in 

the process of automatic writing. In Madness in Literature, Lillian Feder explains that 

the surrealists were not interested in all symptoms of psychosis, but were primarily 

captivated by the symptom of hallucination. (Feder 254). Breton wanted ‘to find 

constructive rules in insanity and destruction’, and believed in the resolution of the 

two states of ‘dream and reality’ into a kind of ‘absolute reality, a surreality’. (Breton 

14). According to J.H. Matthews,  

 

Surrealists regard mental disorder as restoring the human mind to productive activity. They see it 

as creating a situation in which all forms of censorship by rationality are lifted, reasonable 

objections are silenced, and word pictures are painted with admirable freedom from reason’s 

unwelcome restraint. (Matthews 88). 

 

In other words, the surrealists believed that it was only in the absence of reason 

and rationality that one’s consciousness can be mined for poetic material. Feder 

argues that unlike other strands of modernism, the surrealists were not attempting 

to convey a subject in dissolution:  

 

In opening themselves to the revelations of the unconscious, in merging with the non-human 

natural world, and even in rejecting so-called rationality, which they regarded as mere rigidity, the 

surrealist poets did not aim at the dissolution of the self, but rather at the continual rebirth of 

consciousness on all possible levels. There is, as Caws and others have pointed out, a fundamental 

optimism in the aesthetics of surrealism. However mad and shocking the products of psychic 

automatism may be, in the image they unite the poet with his fellow human beings in a 

revolutionary consciousness at once aesthetic and social, continually rediscovering and recreating 

the world. (Feder 256). 

 

In spite of this claim, however, there were instances of surrealist poetry that 

portrayed an ontologically threatened or non-existent speaker. For instance, Feder 

notes that in the poems of Antonin Artaud’s last years, he ‘explicitly repudiates the 

“self,” the “I,” that had for so long eluded him’, and that he adapted some classic 
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symptoms of schizophrenia in his poetry, including the symptom of having 

‘phantoms of the non-self’. (Feder 260-62). In 1927, Breton distinguished the kind 

of madness unhelpful to the Surrealists—that which leads to depression or 

suicide—and the kind in which Surrealism is interested—that which affects the 

imagination and nourishes poetic activity. (Valentine 103-04). In this sense, it 

seemed that any kind of psychosis that threatened subjectivity was not useful to the 

surrealist movement, but the kind that allowed one to express their subjectivity was 

useful to the surrealist movement. The principles of the surrealists are relevant to 

my research as surrealism forms a specific subset of the modernist movement, and 

the values of the twentieth century surrealists form a precedent for, and potentially 

an influence over, my three Australian poets. The principles of surrealism have 

particular importance with reference to my third chapter on Michael Dransfield, 

who I argue invokes surrealist imagery to convey a poetic subject in dissolution.  

Madness as a poetic subject took an important turn in the 1950s and 1960s with 

the emergence of American confessional poets such as Robert Lowell, Anne 

Sexton and Sylvia Plath. The background of confessional poetry is important to my 

thesis because Webb, Beaver and Dransfield’s poetic speakers are based on 

themselves and could be viewed as confessional subjects. The term ‘confessional 

poetry’ was coined when M.L. Rosenthal introduced it in a 1959 review of Lowell’s 

Life Studies, (Gill 34), and the New Princeton of Encyclopaedia of Poetry and Poetics defines 

the movement as follows:  

In an American literary context, confessional poetry refers to a group of poets writing during the 

1950s and 1960s, who often employed the first-person voice to explore transgressive 

autobiographical subjects including mental illness, familial trauma, gender and sexuality, and 

moral and political iconoclasm. (Green et al 296). 

 

In her monograph on confessional writing, Miranda Sherwin argues that many of 

the characteristics of confessional works, such as fragmentation of perception or 

juxtaposition of individual and social breakdown, can be situated within the larger 

context of modernist techniques. (Sherwin 130). However, the confessional poetry 

of the 60s, 70s and 80s involved bold self-revelation that overturned the modernist 

ethic of impersonality. The confessionals resisted Eliot’s dictum that art is an 

‘extinction of personality’, viewing the self as the central poetic symbol, and thus 
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privileging subjective experience and individual consciousness. (Maio 5). 

Confessionalism was less akin to modernist poetry and more like Romanticism, 

‘the spontaneous overflow of feeling; in other words, the individual awareness 

actually in the process of discovering or experiencing its own deepest emotions’. 

(Maio 21). Another important confessional poet from the same era was Anne 

Sexton, who began writing poetry in her late twenties, and claimed, ‘Until I was 

twenty-eight I had a kind of buried self.’ (Maio 21). The general spirit of the 

confessional movement can be gleaned from this comment, as it suggests that the 

process of writing oneself into poetry has the effect of heightening or 

foregrounding one’s subjectivity. Rather than an escape from personality, 

confessional poetry was an expression of personality, and according to Robert 

Phillips, their ‘total mythology is the lost self’, with alienation being a recurring 

theme. (Phillips 7-13). For Deborah Nelson, ‘[v]irtually every major account of 

late-twentieth century suggests that the reigning works turned poetry away from 

modernist impersonality and toward a poetics of autobiography and an aesthetics 

of authenticity.’ (Nelson xvii). Richard Gray points out that the self-fragmentation 

apparent in confessional poetry was reflected in the reality of post-war America—

the space of postmodernity ‘marked by dissolution and dispersal, mobility and 

fragmentation’. (Gray 564). This threat of fragmentation, or the oscillation between 

self-assertion and self-destruction is illustrated in the work of Sylvia Plath. Kylie 

Valentine argues that of all modern poets, Plath is the best example of both the 

‘drive to creation’ and its ‘opposition, the impulse toward self-annihilation’. 

(Valentine 275). Plath’s ‘I’ is portrayed as ‘crippled, accused, assaulted, wounded, 

bleeding, killing itself again and again’, simultaneously creating and destroying her 

poetic subject. (Valentine 278). Valentine suggests that ‘[w]hatever remnants of the 

self still exist are continually shattered in its verbal representations’, exploring the 

meaning of the lyric subject by paradoxically evoking it as a state of nothingness. 

(Valentine 278). Apart from confessional poetry assuming special pertinence in the 

context of my second chapter on Beaver, who was hailed as Australia’s first 

confessional poet, the ethos and principles surrounding confessional poetry inform 

the work of these three Australians, paving the way for writing about the lyric 

speaker in a way that foregrounded its expansion and diminishment.  
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Negotiating the modernist mode in Australian poetry 

Before analysing the way that Australian poets construct a subject under threat of 

dissolution or annihilation, it is first necessary to consider the context specific to 

twentieth-century Australian poetry. The modernist aesthetic driven by Eliot and 

Pound was set back in Australia by the Ern Malley hoax of 1944, perpetrated by 

the anti-modernists James McAuley and Harold Stewart.  The Ern Malley affair, 

according to Paul Kane, ‘shriveled the cause of modernism in Australian letters and 

stunted the cultural growth of the nation’. (Kane 82). Australian poets had been 

rejecting experimental modernism, composing verse that was marked with realism 

rather than modernist sentiment. (Parezanovic 1). Although there were poets 

associated with modernism, namely the Angry Penguins group who gathered 

around Max Harris, James McAuley and Harold Stewart perpretrated the Ern 

Malley hoax, which debunked ideals of modernism and set it back twenty years. 

(Kane 82). Tijana Parezanovic argues that ‘[m]any of the lines quoted from 

Malley’s poems basically repeat what T.S. Eliot formulated back in 1921 as the 

Impersonal theory of poetry, and what would some decades later be echoed in 

Barthes’s “death of the author”’. (Parezanovic 8). For Parezanovic, McAuley and 

Stewart used the figure of an invented dead poet, of whose personality nothing 

could be known, and so Ern Malley epitomised the modern doctrine of 

impersonality. (Parezanovic 8). However, as Parezanovic and others have 

contended, in trying to ridicule and debunk modernism, McAuley and Stewart 

actually created a loud voice of modernism and even of postmodernism. 

(Parezanovic 1-2; Kinsella 2009: 476). In spite of this resounding voice, however, 

the hoax seems to have had succeeded in its goal; as Peter Kirkpatrick has 

acknowledged, Australian poetry remained in the first half of the twentieth century, 

anti-modernist. (Kirkpatrick 2009: 199). 

 

Twenty odd years after the Ern Malley affair—in the 1960s—Australian poets 

began to write with ‘less regular methods of poetic control’, adopting a more 

experimental and less formal style. (Heseltine xviii). Harry Heseltine argued that 

Francis Webb was the ‘fountainhead of this recent tradition of our poetry’, and 

that Bruce Beaver significantly developed this tradition with an Australian variant 

of confessional poetry. (Heseltine xx, xxxiii). This movement of Australian poetry, 

often thought of as led by Beaver, is referred to as the ‘Generation of ’68’. James 
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Tulip describes the ‘Generation of ’68’ as characterised by ‘an explosion of energy 

and talent in verse between 1967 and 1972’, an ‘act of deferred modernism’ which 

somewhat made up for the period of conservatism following World War Two. 

(Tulip 475). The term has been largely attributed to John Tranter—though John 

Kinsella argues it was first coined by Tom Shapcott—and is ‘generally accepted by 

critics to refer to a group of poets who came to prominence during the Vietnam 

War, and who loosely shared a number of political, social and aesthetic viewpoints’. 

(Kinsella 2009: 486). The ‘’68’ers’ attempted to order experience through poetic 

language, and John McLaren commented on this characteristic: 

 

In these circumstances, the new writers preferred eloquence, the art that was assumed to allow 

experience to speak directly through the words, to rhetoric, the art of shaping experience in 

words that gave it order, a pattern of meaning. Yet at the same time they accepted as truth the 

proposition that the only experience conveyed by words is the experience of the words 

themselves. What began as a direct engagement with life therefore finished as a pure aesthetics of 

language. (McLaren 183). 

McLaren elaborates that the new poets ‘struggled to produce in their work an 

order that would resolve the contradictions between human creativity and 

destruction.’ (McLaren 183). This challenge—of shaping and ordering experience 

in a way that takes into account both human creativity and destruction—is one that 

I consider in the work of Webb, Beaver, and Dransfield. Considering the ‘’68 

Generation’ or ‘New Australian Poets’, Tranter argues that these writers often 

treated words as having ‘a reality more solid and intense than the world of objects 

and sense-perception’. (Tranter xxiv-xxv). For Tranter, the primacy of words over 

objects ‘brings us back to the modernist conception of the poet as a creative artist 

constructing fictions out of his or her experience in a world qualified by language.’ 

(Tranter xxv). Invoking a central tenet of modernism, that is, rendering ‘reality as 

an expression of subjectivity’, each of these Australian poets explores this complex 

relationship between reality, words and the world. (McLaren 184). In appropriating 

this modernist technique, and privileging subjective experience in their poetries, 

Webb, Beaver and Dransfield present psychosis as a state in which words are often 

more ‘real’ and tangible than objects. In doing so, these poets champion the quality 

of inwardness, a characteristic that some commentators felt was lacking in most 

Australian verse, but which seems to have become more prominent in the mid-

twentieth century. (Wallace-Crabbe 1-2). In particular, these three poets use their 
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language to construct a speaker that is both constructed and disassembled by the 

poem. The language of the poem subsumes the subject, and just as the lyric 

speaker is caught between inflation and collapse, so is the language of their poetry.  

Chapter summaries 

In my first chapter on Francis Webb, I offer close readings of the eight poems that 

form Webb’s Ward Two sequence, which is based on Webb’s experience in a 

Parramatta psychiatric ward, and which is the first account of psychiatric 

institutionalisation in Australian poetry. Ward Two details institutional life and 

various characters within it, and the poetic language is sophisticated, dense, and 

tightly woven. Approaching one poem at a time in this lengthy eight part sequence, 

I am able to offer a reading of the experience of losing touch with reality, and how 

such mental disturbances impact on the speaker’s apprehension of language, his 

subjectivity, and his perception of his own identity. In this chapter, I explore the 

contradiction raised by Ward Two, namely that language is bound up with mental 

pain and suffering, but that it is also a means by which one can arrive at self-

knowledge and ontological security. In Ward Two, the notion of ambiguity or 

contradiction is present also in the religious imagery, which depicts the speaker and 

his fellow patients as at once godlike and omniscient, yet also persecuted and 

experiencing extreme pain. The patients are not exposed to the language and 

speech uttered by those who live outside the ward, yet the language uttered within 

their ward acts as a double-edged sword; it is both an instrument of their 

oppression and a means of obtaining a limited degree of mental freedom. 

Language is imagined in the poems as a means by which the patients are judged, 

mistreated and corrupted, yet the language of the poems themselves—the textual 

apparatus—leads the poetic subjects to purity, order, and aesthetic beauty.  

 

My second chapter focuses on a selection of lyric poems from Bruce Beaver’s 

Letters to Live Poets, a collection that was written after Beaver’s stay in a mental 

hospital. I have selected for analysis six poems from Letters to Live Poets that speak 

to issues of psychological disturbance, being institutionalised in hospital, and the 

subject’s relationship with the spoken and written word. Through my close analysis 

of these six poems, I contend that language fulfils a pacifying function for the 
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mentally ill subject, but also that according to Beaver’s poems, severe psychic states 

have an intrinsic connection to language. Beaver was a leading figure in Australia’s 

‘Generation of ’68’, and invokes the ’68 generation’s tendency to present words as 

being more ‘real’ than objects. Beaver appropriates this specifically to experiences 

of psychiatric distress, suggesting that in such states, language is more real than 

things. The epistolary style of Beaver’s poetry means that he is addressing both real 

and imagined readers, thus contributing to a process of crossing and re-crossing 

the divide between real and literary realms, between reality and fantasy. In his lyric 

poems, Beaver associates poetic expression with life and death, creativity and 

destruction, hinting that like mental illness, poetry has a complex and even 

contradictory relationship with the lyric subject.  

 

Finally, my third chapter focuses on Australian poet Michael Dransfield, and his 

poetic depictions of drug-induced hallucinations and the experience of psychiatric 

institutions. Dransfield’s poetry could, like Webb and Beaver’s, be considered 

modernist, but it was also quite experimental and avant-garde, with some 

convincingly arguing that Dransfield’s poetry is post-modernist. (P Dobrez 1999: 

20, 254, 514). In chapter three, I suggest that this experimental style presents a 

subject that is constituted by language, with fragmentations in the poetic form 

representing fractures to the subject’s ontological security. In his short lifetime, 

Dransfield experimented with various drugs, and blurred boundaries between 

fantasy and reality by ‘imagineering’—that is, by transporting himself into virtual 

reality scenes and by fictionalising his lived experience. In playing with boundaries 

of fiction and reality in his poetry, Dransfield expands his subjectivity to 

encompass the identities of imagined and real others. In my chapter, I am 

interested in Dransfield’s representation of an identity flux whereby first the 

subject regards himself as everything in the world, and then regards himself as 

nothing, non-existent. I have selected six poems from Dransfield’s oeuvre that 

explore the relationship between fantasy worlds, subject dissolution, and an 

immersion in language or textuality. In my close reading of these six poems, I 

argue that there is a correlation in Dransfield’s poetry between poetic language and 

the constitution of the lyric subject, and the more experimental the poem, the 

more the subject is at risk of dissolution.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

‘Dead word-haunted man’: Francis Webb and the Complexities 

of Language 

 

Introduction 

Francis Webb (1925-1973), who suffered from schizophrenia, was hospitalised 

from the early 1960s, at places such as Bloomfield, Parramatta Psychiatric Centre, 

Callan Park, Plenty Hospital, and Rydalmere. (Powell 1998: 490). In his poem, ‘On 

First Hearing a Cuckoo’, Webb described a mentally ill subject as a ‘dead word-

haunted man’, a chilling image that reflects the subject’s susceptibility to language, 

as well as the effect of words, making him feel ‘dead’, empty, or even non-existent. 

(Webb 100). ‘On First Hearing a Cuckoo’ is a precedent to ‘Ward Two’, and 

although it largely avoids the institution, it privileges an ontological dissolution of 

self into suspended and deathlike states. Paradoxically, Webb often commented on 

and wrote about the sensation that his thoughts and being were connected to 

others, that there was a kind of mental or psychic transmission of his thoughts to 

other people. When in a mental asylum in Montreal, for instance, Webb 

experienced the sensation of invasion from those around him; he had the psychotic 

belief that other patients and the nurses were reading his thoughts. (Ashcroft 1996: 

144). Webb’s thoughts and even his sense of ‘being’ were not his own, but 

porously leaked through to others, diminishing his grasp on his identity and his 

perceived self-autonomy. When Craig Powell had Webb over for dinner in 1966, 

Webb apologised abjectly for his ‘rotten thoughts’, assuming Powell and his wife 

could read them. Yet Webb’s belief that his thoughts were filtering through to 

others went further, to the point that he believed that his thoughts were 

manifesting in Powell’s own speech:  

 

I can only guess what these ‘rotten thoughts’ were: possibly an understandable envy of two young 

people whose lives were far less tormented than his own and, along with his gratitude for the 

meal, an equally understandable hatred of having people do favours for him. Whatever it was, the 

inner conflict must have caused him great distress because, at one point, he looked up suddenly 

and asked me, ‘What did you just say about suicide?’ (Powell 1998: 490). 
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This anecdote highlights another aspect of Webb’s poetry that I will explore; 

namely, the way the subject is not self-contained and autonomous but is rather 

impacted by other identities and subjects. 

 

I will discuss Webb’s Ward Two, a sequence of eight poems that features individuals 

in Parramatta Psychiatric Ward, Sydney, where Webb was an in-patient from 1960-

1962. (Davidson 2016: 56). Webb was the first in Australian poetry to write of the 

experience of being institutionalised, and his description of the ward and the 

people within it can be read as reflective of his own mental and emotional 

condition, based as it was on his stay in Parramatta. In Ward Two, the poems are set 

in a psychiatric ward and describe different characters within it, with the poetic 

subject positioned as one who both observes and writes about the various 

characters, and who also identifies as one of them. My approach is to analyse in 

turn each poem of Ward Two, picking up correspondences and threads that are 

developed and extended throughout the sequence. This close reading of each 

poem, and attention to the patterns throughout, allows me to examine the way in 

which language emerges as a crucial and defining feature of the poetic speaker’s 

identity and existence.  

 

In expressing her gratitude for Webb’s work, Judith Wright said, ‘He’s done so 

much suffering for me and I’ve read him so much and I think that’s what poetry is 

for’. (qtd. in Griffith 1991: 1). Much of Webb’s poetic is concerned with the 

representation of mental pain, and in this chapter I seek to show that this notion of 

suffering is bound up with notions of language, both written and verbal. However, 

language does not merely present am ode of suffering, but is paradoxically also 

associated with self-knowledge and ontological security. In his foreword to 

Rodolfo Delmonte’s book about Webb’s poetry, Chris Wallace-Crabbe argues that 

Webb’s poetry was an ‘essential mode of self-knowledge for a man who never 

found self-knowledge, or any other kind of knowledge, easy to come by’. 

(Delmonte iv). In other words, poetry for Webb was not only an assertion of one’s 

existence and attempt to keep at bay the threat of ontological dissolution, but it 

was also a way of discovering and exploring the nature of one’s identity and being. 

As Wallace-Crabbe observed, ‘Webb had no tool other than his poetry with which 

to probe the threats and paradoxes of his world, a world which was for a paranoid 



	   31	  

schizophrenic constantly beating and battering in at all the portals of knowledge. 

(Delmonte iv). This notion of pain and suffering was a key part of Webb’s poetic, 

but it was also something that Webb tried to escape or remedy in his poetry; he 

once said, ‘All my life has been chaos and horror, but I have tried to create order 

and beauty in my poems.’ (Powell 1975: 84). In this chapter I argue that in Webb’s 

poetry, language acts as a double bind; it instigates the subjects’ pain, yet is also a 

means by which they can arrive at virtue, holiness, and a semblance of order or 

self-knowledge. In the Ward Two poems, the patients are in a sense free of 

language, but in other respects are consumed by it. This gives rise to a complex 

situation in which the speaking subject’s act of writing poetry and handling 

language is at once liberating and empowering, but also restrictive and 

disempowering. 

 

In the first poem, ‘Pneumo-encephalograph’, language is a way of keeping pain at 

bay, as the speaker writes of the suffering that is occurring in the environment 

around him. Webb’s poetic imagery and sound have the effect of bringing together 

disparate elements, which in turn represent the continual conflict or struggle of the 

patients within the ward. In this poem, Webb uses military and religious imagery to 

show that the speaker has been stripped of his identity, yet has attained a higher 

state of spirituality and holiness. The second poem of the sequence, ‘Harry’, 

continues this idea that the suffering of the patients evokes a Christlike, godly 

quality. Harry, a Downs’ syndrome patient, is an unlikely Christlike figure, and he 

has a special relationship to a warped and aberrant language. The result is that 

Harry and the Ward Two patients are experiencing a condition that cannot be 

adequately articulated, just as their own ability to speak erodes and disintegrates. In 

‘Old Timer’, language is not merely elusive or disintegrating, but is actively 

encroaching upon the patients, threatening their identity and existence. The old 

timer, another Christlike figure who both redeems and suffers, uses his language 

and stories to bring faith-healing and compassion, and Webb presents his language 

as intoxicating and contagious, a virus that also achieves a kind of resurrection or 

new life. The fourth poem, ‘Ward Two and the Kookaburra’, is a mythological 

interval that uses surreal and absurd imagery to convey a loss of contact with 

reality. For the first time in the sequence, the speaker here becomes subject rather 

than agent of a voyeuristic gaze, watched by a personified wall, a symbol of their 
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institutionalisation. Personifying the wall has the effect of objectifying and othering 

the patients within, whose consciousness is depicted in the poem as at risk of 

breakage or severe psychological crisis.  

 

The threat to one’s existential and ontological being is a theme that is continued in 

‘Homosexual’, in which certain types of looking can be fatal, and where the 

patients exist in a suspended state of living death. A homosexual patient within the 

ward becomes a symbol of the patients’ identity struggles, and this man—and by 

extension, all patients—are presented as finally free, within the ward, of the 

judgmental and harmful language of wider society. In ‘Homosexual’, language is a 

double-edged sword; it is both the cause of the patient’s suffering, as well as a 

means by which one can arrive at unexpected holiness and virtue. The sixth poem 

of Ward Two, ‘A Man’, illustrates a patient’s physical, mental and linguistic 

deterioration, with the ‘solid wall’ separating an omniscient creator from the banal 

situation within the ward. In asking who created light and existence, Webb 

questions the role of God in presiding over a place that is so steeped in suffering. 

Memories symbolic of the man’s sane life come out of the earth and are hurled at 

the wall, ineffectual at tearing down this symbol of the institution. The penultimate 

poem of the sequence, ‘The Old Women’, sees outsider visitors trying to pull the 

patients back to earth, back into the orbit they have spun out from. The women 

are associated with light and ontological security, while the men are in the dark, 

though Webb hints that the light of the women can ultimately be shared with, and 

transferred to, the male patients. The final poem ‘Wild Honey’ utilises imagery of 

bees, honey and the golden sun to show that sanity is a warm, sweet and 

unattainable state of mind. ‘Wild Honey’ has imagery of the ending or apocalypse, 

suggesting that the greyness brought by the patients’ mental states involves threat 

of ontological dissolution. In all, the Ward Two sequence creates a portrait of 

mental patients who are free of the language used outside the psychiatric ward, the 

language that has the potential to corrupt them, yet this freedom is at a severe cost 

to their ontology and self-knowledge. Language is both an instrument of their 

oppression and a means of obtaining freedom, and this relationship to language 

means that they are in a paradoxical state of suffering and hope, of persecution and 

redemption. In the Ward Two poems, language is imagined as a phenomenon that 
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can corrupt, oppress, and even elude the patients, but the language of the poetry 

itself has the potential to create order and aesthetic beauty from these images of 

extreme mental pain. 

 

Pneumo-encephalograph 

Webb’s Ward Two opens with ‘Pneumo-encephalograph’, whose title refers to a 

painful procedure in which a bubble of oxygen is injected into the spinal cord so 

that tumours in the brain may be located. Griffith has read this opening poem as 

describing the occasion when a fellow patient—someone other than Webb’s 

speaker—is subjected to this process, yet notes, ‘At the time of writing Webb was 

himself enduring unspeakable deprivations and discomforts.’ (Griffith 1991: 260). 

Griffith’s reading interprets the pneumo-encephalograph procedure as being 

enacted on this fellow patient with a poet-speaker expressing empathy for their 

suffering. (Griffith 1991: 260). 

 

Tight scrimmage of blankets in the dark; 

Nerve-fluxions, flints coupling for the spark; 

Today’s guilt and tomorrow’s blent; 

Passion and peace trussed together, impotent; 

Dilute potage of light 

Dripping through glass to the desk where you sit and write; 

Hour stalking lame hour … 

May my every bone and vessel confess the power  

To loathe suffering in you 

As in myself, that arcane simmering brew. 

(Webb 315). 

 

One quality about this first stanza, as with the remainder of ‘Pneumo-

encephalograph’, is the imagery of conflict or the union of opposites, a quality that 

is enacted in the imagery but is also enacted in the form of rhyming couplets, the 

bringing together of similar yet different sounds. As the poem produces images of 

fused opposites, each couplet sonically reflects the rhyming word, drawing them 

together with the force of sound, whilst also maintaining their separateness. The 

‘flints coupling for the spark’ generates an image of two materials becoming united 

through the illumination of light; present and future are united in the phrase 

‘Today’s guilt and tomorrow’s blent’; and opposites are combined to the point of 
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redundancy in the line, ‘Passion and peace trussed together, impotent’. Even the 

line, ‘Hour stalking lame hour’ conjures the image of one physically adept hour or 

unit of time stalking after one which is lame or physically disabled. This motif of 

uniting opposite or contrasting elements is also apparent in a more macro sense; 

the patient-speaker is observing another patient who is alike him in some ways but 

different in others, and it is their common mental pain which unites them and 

forms grounds for empathy. Rodolfo Delmonte argues that the juxtaposition of 

opposite images evidences this dimension of pain, and that the continual struggle 

or ‘coacervate of opposite forces’ works towards an ‘ultimate illumination’. 

(Delmonte 118, 16). Like the ‘flint coupling for the spark’, the combination of 

disparate elements in the two patients leads to a psychological or emotional 

illumination; that is, that writing and suffering both lead in some way to a clarity of 

expression and a presence of being. For Ashcroft, conflict and suffering ‘are seen 

to be ameliorating, they are the necessary experiences through which the potency of 

the self may be regained’, and conflict is a means by which ‘the consciousness may 

progress to harmony’. (Ashcroft 1996: 174). It is through conflict, by combining 

elements which are either similar or dissimilar, that tension arises; yet it is through 

such linguistic tension, both in the imagery and the rhyme, that the poet-speaker 

can progress to a state of insight that writing about his pain, turning suffering into 

art, can mitigate pain and allow him to achieve peace within himself.  

 

Another means by which inner conflict and suffering is evoked is through Webb’s 

use of military imagery, the idea that the bubble of air sent by the procedure is a 

guerrilla force hunting out the ‘sore’ of illness. The military metaphor constructs 

the poet-speaker as one who is stripped of his identity, forced to play a part in a 

war in which his body becomes the battleground:  

 

Only come to this cabin of art: 

Crack hardy, take off clothes, and play your part. 

Contraband enters your brain; 

Puckered guerilla faces patrol the vein; 

The spore of oxygen passes 

Skidding over old inclines and crevasses, 

Hunting an ancient sore, 

Foxhole of impulse in a minute cosmic war. 

Concordat of nature and desire 



	   35	  

Was revoked in you; but fire clashes with fire. 

(Webb 315). 

 

As this ‘contraband’ fluid enters the patient’s brain, the fellow patient’s autonomy 

over his body—as with his autonomy over his speech and actions—is impliedly 

compromised, as the patient is passively playing his part in the doctor’s treatment. 

The doctors administering the procedure are described as ‘puckered guerrilla faces 

patrolling the vein’, and so the patient is under threat of invasion not just by the 

illness, but by the institutional treatment as well. The idea of playing one’s part 

suggests that a script is written out for the patient; similar to military personnel 

under orders, they have no autonomy over their own speech or actions. The 

speaker’s instruction to the patient to ‘crack hardy’ is an Australian and New 

Zealand colloquialism for putting on a brave face or bold front, but it also works 

as a noun for something which cracks but does not completely sever into two 

parts. This portrays the pressure on patients—or metaphorically, the military 

combatants—to appear tough and composed, in spite of a fragmentation that 

injures but does not kill them. Furthermore, in being ordered to ‘take off clothes’, 

they become vulnerable and somewhat infantilised. The ‘spore of oxygen’ becomes 

the exploring agent within this poem, ‘Skidding over old inclines and crevasses, / 

Hunting an ancient sore’. The bubble of oxygen becomes the colonising force, an 

external element that explores the patient’s brain, hunting for the cause of his 

mental illness; looking for meaning, for answers. Developing the military conceit, 

the procedure involves a ‘Foxhole of impulse in a minute cosmic war’, yet a 

peaceful agreement or ‘concordat’ of dissimilars—‘nature and desire’—is revoked 

in the patient undergoing the procedure, leading fire to clash with fire, a conflict of 

likes or similars. These lines can be read as indicative of the poetic process and as 

foregrounding the rest of the Ward Two sequence to follow: like the pneumo-

encephalograph, the poetic sequence brings together the speaker’s nature and 

desire—his mental distress and his desire to get well—yet ultimately the 

combination of these disparate elements is revoked, causing a conflict within the 

speaker, albeit a conflict that creates poetry.  

 

The final stanza of ‘Pneumo-encephalograph’ makes a subtle connection between 

the suffering necessary to produce art and the suffering of Christ which led to 

salvation:  
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Let me ask, while you are still, 

What in you marshalled this improbable will: 

Instruments supple as the flute, 

Vigilant eyes, mouths that are almost mute, 

X-rays scintillant as a flower, 

Tossed in a corner the plumes of falsehood, power? 

Only your suffering. 

Of pain’s amalgam with gold let some man sing 

While, pale and fluent and rare 

As the Holy Spirit, travels the bubble of air.  

(Webb 315). 

 

The patient seems to have voluntarily undergone the painful procedure (‘What in 

you marshalled this improbable will’), as Christ chose to suffer, and as with Christ’s 

narrative, pain forms an ‘amalgam with gold’, releasing the Holy Spirit and a sense 

of comfort or peace. By the end of the stanza, the instruments that were once 

threatening or frightening are compared to harmless, aesthetically beautiful images 

such as the ‘flute’, a ‘flower’, or ‘plumes’. However, there is a sinister undertone in 

the image of the doctors: ‘Vigilant eyes, mouths that are almost mute’. The medical 

practitioners’ voices are almost silenced—but not quite—showing that though the 

patient is spoken for via the poem and in the expectation to ‘play (his) part’, the 

one who is administering this painful procedure continue to have a voice, albeit a 

muted one. Webb’s speaker goes on in the shortest, most understated line in this 

poem, to answer that what marshalled this improbable will was ‘Only your 

suffering’; the patient’s pain led him to have the procedure, though it is apparent 

that the procedure has created further pain. Ashcroft argues that for Webb, 

suffering is established as a way to knowledge and experience: ‘This determination 

for knowledge and discovery symbolised by the bubble of air was marshalled by 

nothing other than suffering itself.’ (Ashcroft 1979: 61). For Noel Rowe, the 

religious language of Ward Two, particularly ‘Pneumo-encephalograph’, is often 

presumed to ‘signify a state of desired wholeness’, yet he argues that the ‘poetry is 

breaking the very theology by which it hopes to transfigure the ward and its 

occupants’. (Rowe 101). In other words, the religious language suggests that it is 

through guilt and suffering that one can proceed to discover the holy spirit, to 

experience salvation and illumination. However, according to Rowe, this goal of 
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transfiguration is disrupted by the patient-speaker’s act of writing poetry, or 

through the medium of the poetry itself. I would depart from Rowe’s reasoning 

and argue rather that in Ward Two, the act of writing poetry is aligned with the 

suffering of the procedure and the suffering Christ undertook. For Delmonte, the 

myth of Christ is used in Webb’s poetry ‘as a mediator between opposite poles’, 

and that ‘the whole of Webb’s life has been a quest for harmony, order and balance 

in his psychic world.’ (Delmonte 15). Delmonte’s comment suggests that it is the 

religious associations in the poetry that work to bring together and harmonise the 

opposites and conflicts within the language. The painful procedure such as the 

pneumo-encephalograph, as well as in sublimating such experiences into poetry, 

can achieve order, revelation, and a self-knowledge about one’s ability to overcome 

pain. This first poem of Ward Two foreshadows this process, hinting that the 

oxygen that travels through the spine is ‘fluent and rare’ as the Holy Spirit and as 

the poetry to follow, the writing that will attempt to construct and define the 

speaker.  

 

Harry  

The second poem of the Ward Two sequence observes another patient, ‘Harry’, a 

person with Down’s Syndrome who is especially vulnerable to the disorienting 

nature of language. The poem describes Harry sitting at a table in the ward to write 

a letter, a simple act of communication that is made difficult by the ward 

environment; he must ‘purloin’ paper, and ‘beg’ and ‘cadge’ the ‘bent institutional 

pen, / The ink.’ Even when overcoming these obstacles to write the letter, it is a 

‘painstaking’ process and Harry’s clothing or ‘vestments’ represent all of the 

patients’ ‘giddy yarns of the firmament’, or disorienting stories of another life. The 

fact that the institutional pen, in this case the medium of language, is bent, suggests 

that in this space of the psychiatric ward, language has a warped or aberrant 

function. Like the poet-speaker in ‘Pneumo-encephalograph’, Harry is drawn to 

writing as a way of reconstructing and repairing the world around him, via his 

personal narratives. Although Harry strives to communicate with written language, 

the central message of the poem is that the patients are experiencing a condition 

that cannot be adequately articulated in a letter, but which can be elucidated in 

poetry: 
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  It’s the day for writing that letter, if one is able, 

  And so the striped institutional shirt is wedged 

  Between this holy holy hair and table. 

  He has purloined paper, he has begged and cadged 

  The bent institutional pen, 

  The ink. And our droll old men 

  Are darting constantly where he weaves his sacrament. 

  Sacrifice? Propitiation? All are blent 

  In the moron’s painstaking fingers—so painstaking. 

  His vestments our giddy yarns of the firmament, 

  Women, gods, electric trains, and our remaking 

  Of all known worlds—but not yet 

  Has our giddy alphabet 

  Perplexed his priestcraft and spilled the cruet of innocence. 

  (Webb 316). 

 

Griffith contends that Harry is ‘isolated from the corrupting obsessions of the 

modern world and especially from its “giddy alphabet”, with all that this implies of 

an erosion of the Word.’ (Griffith 1991: 261). While Griffith argues that Harry is 

‘isolated’ from language (Griffith 261), and Ashcroft contends that he is ‘beyond’ 

language (Ashcroft 177), I propose that Harry has a special relationship to language 

wherein written and spoken words have a deep impact on his identity, his faith, 

and his sense of being or existence. Although Harry has to overcome certain 

obstacles in order to be able to write, he ultimately ‘weaves’ language like a 

‘sacrament’. Language is imagined as having a textural quality, with his vestments 

made of yarn in the sense of being made from textiles, but also out of ‘yarns’ as 

colloquial for stories, conversation. Andrew Taylor ventures that Harry is indeed 

‘clothed in language’, but that this is in the language of the world outside the 

hospital, the patients’ stories of ‘women, gods, electric trains’, and their remaking 

or retelling ‘of all known worlds’. (Taylor 110). The significance of this is that 

Harry’s identity as ‘moron’ is subject to the language of others; the stories and 

conversations (‘yarns’) of others seep through to him and his notion of his self and 

his existence. The patients’ stories make their way into Harry’s letter, and although 

their ‘giddy alphabet’ has not yet ‘perplexed his priestcraft’ or ‘spilled the cruet of 

innocence’, it is implied that this is only a matter of time, that the dizzying nature 

of their language has the potential to corrupt Harry’s pure and religious words.  
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As the stanzas proceed, it becomes clear that Harry’s relationship with language is 

governed by his relationship with the supernatural. As if possessed by language, 

Harry’s writing is guided by a goddess from another world, supposedly the goddess 

of Wisdom. The patients ‘fondle’ relics of their former sane lives, including 

‘eloquence’, suggesting that illness or institutionalisation has deprived their capacity 

for coherent speech, and the only way Harry can communicate is by divine 

visitation: 

 

  We have been plucked from the world of commonsense, 

  Fondling between our hands some shining loot, 

  Wife, mother, beach, fisticuffs, eloquence,  

  As the lank tree cherishes every distorted shoot. 

  What queer shards we could steal 

  Shaped him, realer than the Real: 

  But it is no goddess of ours guiding the fingers and the thumb. 

 

  She cries: Ab aeterno ordinate sum. 

  He writes to the woman, this lad who will never marry. 

  One vowel and the thousand laborious serifs will come 

  To this pudgy Christ, and the old shape of Mary. 

  Before seasonal pelts and the thin 

  Soft tactile underskin 

  Of air were stretched across earth, they have sported and are one. 

  (Webb 316). 

 

The last line of the second stanza enjambs to the third stanza, where a female 

figure cries, ‘Ab aeterno ordinata sum’, meaning ‘I am ordained by Eternity,’ words 

that are spoken by Wisdom in Proverbs 8:23. (Ashcroft 1996: 180). Griffith argues 

that Webb suggests that the Word is in the Virgin Mary’s womb, and that Harry’s 

creative union with Mary allows him to realise the Word in himself. (Griffith 1977: 

46). By way of contrast, I suggest that it is Harry’s interaction with the goddess of 

Wisdom that enables him limited access to language, allowing him to write ‘One 

vowel and the thousand laborious serifs’. The serifs, as markings across the letters, 

could be read as little barriers transverse to the script, cutting into or disrupting the 

textual ‘I’. The serifs limit or contain the letters, which are in turn emblems of 

language, and being ‘laborious’, they seem to be gruelling or punishing Harry. 
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Therefore, if Harry’s faith in the supernatural allows him limited access to 

language, this is not liberating or empowering for him, but rather restrictive and 

disempowering, proving laborious for his sense of self, his textual ‘I’. 

 

Ashcroft reads the second stanza as suggesting that the ‘old shape’ of Mary comes 

to Harry during the process of writing and that he no longer needs to 

communicate beyond himself. (Ashcroft 1996: 181). In my reading, however, the 

speaker elevates the humble letter-writer and the female addressee to, respectively, 

‘this pudgy Christ, and the old shape of Mary.’ In the process of communicating, 

Harry has reached metaphysical heights and has become an estranged Christlike 

symbol, ‘pudgy’ rather than the traditional, emaciated image. Yet another reading is 

that the ‘pudgy Christ’ symbolises Jesus as a baby, and as Ashcroft proffers, the 

‘old shape’ of Mary may represent her pregnant shape. (Ashcroft 1996: 181). This 

reading positions Harry as an infantile second coming of Christ, a reading 

consistent with Ashcroft’s interpretation that Harry’s status as ‘filled with the Word 

unwritten’ refers to John 1 – “the Word was with God and the Word was God” – 

Christ incarnate.’ (Ashcroft 1996: 181-2). This idea resonates with Michael 

Griffith’s argument that Harry is an ‘embodiment of the idea of sacrifice’, his 

striped shirt becoming the vestments of priestcraft, the symbols of Christ’s 

persecution. (Griffith 1977: 46). For this sacrificial subject, being ‘filled with the 

Word unwritten’ suggests that Harry is filled with the potential for language—filled 

with experience and knowledge—yet this cannot become manifest in writing, it 

cannot take shape on the page. Like in the infant Jesus, he has the potential for 

virtue and wisdom, yet this is not yet expressible in words. Moreover, being ‘filled 

with the Word unwritten’ resonates with images in Ward Two of being full, loaded 

or charged, such as the image of a spilled cruet of innocence, and the way the 

rhyme scheme formally spills into the next stanza, figuratively full to the brim. The 

poetic form parallels Harry’s language in that they are both associated with fullness, 

excess and abundance, yet while the poem itself communicates its message, Harry’s 

voice is ultimately unheard and relegated to silence.  

 

The final stanza associates Harry’s act of writing the letter with the beginning of 

the mind, and the beginning of the world, with its ‘convulsions of movement’ and 

the ‘compulsive nervous tic’ of the ‘baldy sun’. It is at this conception of the world 
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and the beginning of the mind that Harry’s confession embodies both language 

and silence, as it is ‘filled with the Word unwritten’, and ‘has almost genuflected’, 

thus approximating but not quite attaining a state of holiness or purity: 

 

  Was it then at this altar-stone the mind was begun? 

  The image besieges our Troy. Consider the sick 

  Convulsions of movement, and the featureless baldy sun 

  Insensible—sparing that compulsive nervous tic. 

  Before life, the fantastic succession, 

  An imbecile makes his confession, 

  Is filled with the Word unwritten, has almost genuflected. 

  Because the wise world has for ever and ever rejected 

  Him and because your children would scream at the sight 

  Of his mongol mouth stained with food, he has resurrected 

  The spontaneous though retarded and infantile Light. 

  Transfigured with him we stand 

  Among walls of the no-man’s-land 

  While he licks the soiled envelope with lover’s caress 

 

  Directing it to the House of no known address. 

  (Webb 316-7). 

 

For Andrew Taylor, the poem suggests that Harry is not only innocent of literacy 

and language, but that he is also innocent of the fallen condition of this world. 

(Taylor 110). According to Taylor, ‘Only the Word does not contaminate, because 

it utters pure uncontamination, pure self-presence free of all short-coming and 

desire.’ (Taylor 110). I would qualify these statements by suggesting that Harry is 

only innocent of the language of the outside world, but his own language is 

innocent and holy as a sacrament. It appears it is only the Word—or language 

associated with religion and faith—which has a redemptive and purifying function, 

whereas the language of society and the rest of the ward is associated with a 

corrupt, fallen state. In a similar vein, Marilyn Jacobs notes that Harry’s ‘intense 

concentration upon task does not celebrate language but the silence beyond our 

“giddy alphabet”’. (Jacobs 479). For Ashcroft on the other hand, Harry’s unique 

relationship to language represents not the potential to fall or to be corrupted, but 

that Harry is ‘both the end and the beginning’, and in his silence, he is beyond a 

capacity to articulate language. (Ashcroft 1996: 181). Ashcroft contends that Harry 
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being filled with the unwritten Word means that he is metaphoric for the ward—

the imprisoned consciousness—and that his resurrection of the ‘spontaneous 

Light’ allows the ward patients to stand transfigured. (Ashcroft 1996: 181). In other 

words, being filled with the ‘Word unwritten’ is a double bind wherein the subject 

experiences both the redemptive and destructive aspects of language, yet this 

special unarticulated language allows for transfiguration or resurrection, much in 

the way Christ could transfigure the Eucharist and in the way he was resurrected. It 

seems that although this renders all of the patients, including Harry, more holy and 

pure, Harry himself suffers in that his consciousness is ‘imprisoned’; he is unable 

to free himself by adequately articulating or communicating his thoughts.  

 

This relationship with language, wherein one is both filled with and emptied of 

words, renders the lyric subject as both engaged in a life process, yet conversely as 

having an impulse towards annihilation. Jim Tulip’s argument is that in ‘Harry’, 

‘Webb sees a deep process, a life process, happening’, seeing the poem as ‘a 

sacramental law of life governing the cosmos and finding its unique expression in 

the love of Christ for Mary.’ (Tulip 1992: 235). On the one hand, Webb invokes in 

this poem images of the beginning of the world, the beginning of life, which is 

described as ‘the fantastic succession’. For Harry then, embodying this strange 

paradoxical condition between language and silence seems to convulse his world 

into being, and this is in some sense a ‘resurrected’ form of life. On the other hand, 

Taylor ventures that this subject that comprises the ‘Word unwritten’ is precarious 

and actually displays an impulse towards annihilation. He writes,  

 

I would contend that these poems register the desire of the subject to rid itself of its own 

enabling and ineluctable desire, and to terminate its necessary condition of separation from itself, 

of internal difference – in effect, to be one with the transcendental signified and thus cease to be 

a subject at all. (Taylor 111).  

 

Taylor’s comment points to the fact that although Webb’s ‘Harry’ shows an 

impulse towards life and resurrection, there is a competing tendency for the subject 

to be drawn to a kind of apocalypse or ‘end’, with the image of a besieged Troy, 

the no man’s land of the hospital ward and the ‘House of no known address’. For 

Taylor, being one with language, the ‘Word’ or the ‘transcendental signified’ means 
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hurtling towards a state of non-existence, rather than a state of pure holiness or 

religiosity. Whether the transcendental signified or ‘Word’ leads to life or 

alternatively, death, it is clear that this engagement with holy language brings about 

a revelation of the subject, that it transforms or transfigures him to become a pure 

and transcendent being. Although the religious ‘Word’ and the letter can lead to 

both life and death, the poem itself suggests that poetic language leads not to such 

states of ambivalence but rather to a state of beauty and order, even if it is created 

out of suffering and mental pain. 

 

Old Timer 

In the third poem in Ward Two, ‘Old Timer’, the speaker describes the voices or the 

language in the ward around them as encroaching like a virus; it appears that illness 

has become a linguistic pandemic. The viral aspect of language is emulated in the 

poem’s form, which weaves end-rhyme in a similar way to the sonnet, proliferating 

the sound effects of language and building up to the rhyming couplet at the end of 

each stanza. In the poem, this virus of language has a severe impact on the 

speaker’s consciousness and ‘being’, which is described, consequently, as ‘tender 

and succulent and porous’. In an attempt to protect oneself against this 

encroachment of language, the speaker instructs the poem’s addressee—potentially 

the Old Timer—to erect walls of stone, an effort to enclose oneself from the 

threats of words. Alternatively, the patient-speaker may be intra-psychically 

directing himself to put up a barrier, echoing the image of the wall in ‘Harry’, 

where the ‘four walls (of no man’s land)’ both confined and protected the patients. 

Ashcroft argues, ‘The erosion of identity which this “protection” involves is as 

much an attack on the system of hospital confinement as it is a philosophical 

consideration of human alienation.’ (Ashcroft 1996; 182). In other words, the 

psychiatric condition of the patients erodes their identities, but the physically 

restrictive environment of the hospital is equally damaging. While in ‘Harry’ the 

walls represented a space of limbo and suspended identities, the wall in ‘Old Timer’ 

is a means of keeping out the ‘virus’, or ‘wheedling voices’ of insanity, of 

protecting the ‘porous’ nature of one’s being:  

 

I have observed even among us the virus  

  Eating its way, lipping, complaining 

  In a multitude of cozening wheedling voices: 
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  O Being is tender and succulent and porous: 

  Erect your four paternal walls of stone 

  (Gauleiters with burnished window-badges, no faces): 

  Checkmate the sun, the cloud, the burning, the raining, 

  Let deferential stars peep in one by one:  

  Sit, feed, sleep, have done.  

  (Webb 317). 

 

The walls that keep these voices out are also personified as Gauleiters—Nazi 

officials—and so Webb continues the military metaphor from ‘Pneumo-

encephalograph’. However, instead of invading like the military forces in that first 

poem, (where they hunted ‘an ancient sore’), they are defensive, attempting to keep 

language and meaning out. As Delmonte suggests, the patient is figured as a 

prisoner of the concentration camp of the hospital, which robs and destroys the 

different identities within, and ‘Webb is painstakingly aware of his impotence to 

rescue his identity’. (Delmonte 121). In fact, it seems that the only thing that may 

work to protect his identity is the hospital structure, the walls, which paradoxically 

also restrict his sense of self. These walls are both frightening and protective, a 

kind of ‘checkmate’ or trap for the patients who are both dependent on them and 

threatened by them. This sense of checkmate is evoked too in the contrasts of the 

‘sun, the cloud, the burning, the raining’; the patients are exposed to opposing 

elements of seasonal torment, and as such are placed in a limbo where they may 

not know what to expect. Where the windows on the wall would be, Webb 

presents an image of badges, but these gauleiters or walls of stone are impersonal 

and faceless. As in ‘Harry’, the walls in ‘Old Timer’ also create a ‘no man’s land’, 

where Webb employs a defeated, mechanical tone—(‘Sit, feed, sleep, have 

done’)—to suggest that the patients are merely going through the motions, not 

truly living.  

 

Like ‘Pneumo-encephalograph’, ‘Old Timer’ engages religious imagery and military 

imagery together, and in this case intertwines them to form a sophisticated image 

of living death. The second stanza begins with the image, ‘Isolate the identity, clasp 

its dwindling head’, a line that Ashcroft has read as an allusion to Pieta, the 

sculpture of Mary holding a dying Christ in her arms. (Ashcroft 1996: 182). In 

addition to this reading, the line evokes the identity crisis of the patients in the 

ward, who by virtue of their mental illnesses, are struggling to grasp a sense of who 
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they are. Webb presents an image of a Christ-like birth—‘Your birth was again the 

birth of the All’—before subverting that and suddenly introducing military 

imagery, ‘The Enemy: he treads roads, lumbers through pastures’. In these lines, 

Webb goes from portraying the addressee, presumably the old timer, as a Christlike 

figure who will bring salvation, to swiftly undercutting this with the idea that he 

will threaten one’s safety and identity. This technique of rapidly switching from 

metaphor to metaphor has been noted by scholars such as Chris Wallace-Crabbe, 

who observed that ‘There is great speed and richness in [Webb’s] marshalling of 

inner and outer perceptions.’ (Delmonte vi-vii). In the instance of the switch from 

religious to military metaphors, Webb is not necessarily marshalling inner and 

outer perceptions, but rather is likening the inner conflict and paradoxical qualities 

of Christ with the inner monotony and exhaustion of a person in the military: 

 

Isolate the Identity, clasp its dwindling head. 

  Your birth was again the birth of the All, 

  The Enemy: he treads roads, lumbers through pastures, 

  Musters the squeaking horde of the countless dead. 

  To guard your spark borrow the jungle art 

  Of this hospital yard, stamp calico vestures 

 For H.M. Government, for your funeral; 

  And in this moment of beads let nothing start 

  Old rages leaping in the dying heart. 

  (Webb 317-8). 

 

The addressed second person, the ‘your’, is ambiguous; it could refer to the old 

timer or it could be the speaker addressing himself. In any case, the alternating 

pronoun enhances the sense of divided identity within the subject; they are both 

alive and dead, the All and the Enemy. This figure, the ‘he’, is said to muster ‘the 

squeaking horde of the countless dead’, an image that reminds readers that patients 

in the ward are vocal but ultimately languageless. Webb writes that for the 

addressed ‘you’ to ‘guard (his) spark’, presumably to defend the illumination and 

light within that makes life worth living, they must adorn themselves with military 

wear, thus conforming to a higher authority and rendering themselves anonymous, 

stripped of identity. Furthermore, they must ‘borrow the jungle art’, which may 

stand in for poetry, to guard this spark or illumination; it is implied that poetry can 

help to protect one’s identity. The assonant internal rhyme of ‘spark’, ‘art’, ‘yard’, 
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start’, and ‘heart’ comes to imitate a notion of military marching, of moving with 

uniform timeliness and precision. Marilyn Jacobs reads the Enemy not as the 

patients’ internal demons but as the concept of Time, arguing that the conflict 

between time and the self ‘is partially resolved by accepting the anonymity of the 

ward and adopting a camouflage in this war of survival’. (Jacobs 481). I prefer to 

read the enemy as symbolic of the illness itself, and as the patients’ illnesses 

threaten their ability to use language, the ‘jungle art’ or poetry written within the 

ward protects against this enemy. The lyric subject is engaging in a war of survival 

not just through camouflage but through religious prayer, as the phrase, ‘moment 

of beads’ in the penultimate line of the stanza suggests that Webb may be 

recounting a prayerful moment with rosary beads, where one might ‘isolate the 

identity’. Thus it is through both of these seemingly distant metaphors—of 

prayerful reverence and military camouflage—that Webb portrays the mental 

process of one wrestling with their inner torment, a moment of stillness as well as 

of anguish.  

 

This sense of action or defence is defused in the third stanza, where the intensity is 

lowered and the tone becomes much more resigned and defeated. As the patients 

‘become daily more noncommittal’, the ‘small grey mendicant man’—presumably 

the ‘old timer’ of the title—leans ‘Against his block of wall, old eyes rehearsing 

time / Whose hanged face he is.’ This image of begging resonates with Harry’s act 

of begging and cadging for paper and pen, but this time it is an audience that the 

old timer is desperate for; he is begging for people to listen to his story. The 

speaker dreads the narratives and stories of this old timer, trying to avoid his ‘pipe 

craving a fill, … his monologue and rhyme’. There is a touch of self-reflexivity 

here, as the poem itself is spoken in monologue and rhyme; and language (this time 

verbal) appears to have power over the speaker: 

 

So we become daily more noncommittal: 

  This small grey mendicant man must lean 

  Against his block of wall, old eyes rehearsing time 

  Whose hanged face he is. I take my fatal vital 

  Steps to the meal, the toilet, in worse than derision 

  Of his pipe craving a fill, of his monologue and rhyme: 

  Children who loved him, Bathurst, Orange, of green 

  Neighbourlinesses, of the silken and stony vision: 
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  His faith-healing, his compassion. 

  (Webb 318). 

 

A defining feature of this passage is that the old timer is positioned as good and 

wretched, an image of Christ who both redeems and suffers. On this point, 

Griffith argues that for Webb, ‘those who are in fact outcasts of our society are in 

some ways closer to the essential truth, because here there is less pretence; the veils 

of hypocrisy and deceit are less in evidence than they are in “ordinary” life outside.’ 

(Griffith 1991: 260). The fact that the old timer’s face is ‘hanged’ implies a sense of 

judgment or conviction, but also resonates with the image of Christ on the cross 

with his head bowed, or hanged. Like Harry and potentially the patient in 

‘Pneumo-encephalograph’, the old timer is Christ-like, shunned by those in society 

and even in the ward, but eventually reveals himself to be a spiritual leader and 

personification of goodness. Just as there is tension in the poetic language, with 

counterintuitive imagery such as ‘fatal vital’ and ‘silken and stony’—imagery that is 

suggestive of both death and life—the Christlike old timer embodies a 

contradiction of both suffering and glory. On this contradiction, Noel Rowe 

writes, ‘It is as if the poetry recognises that its belief in paradoxical suffering is 

effective only to the degree that its language itself suffers reality.’ (Rowe 100). In 

Webb’s poetic language therefore, there is evidence of a state in which the old 

timer, and the speaker himself, endure both pain and triumph. It is in the old 

timer’s language, in his stories, in which he is glorified, where ‘children loved him’ 

and where he performed ‘faith-healing’, but it is in the speaker’s language, in the 

present poem, where the old timer is the subject of derision and even disgust. It is 

thus through language that the old timer is able to embody a paradox; through his 

own speech he is glorified with the redemptive qualities of Christ, yet in the 

speaker’s language of the poem he is deserving of scathing pity.  

 

In the final stanza, the old timer’s speech figuratively melts the speaker, suggesting 

that this old man performed some kind of faith healing, winning the speaker over 

with his words. After the silent, muted setting of ‘Pneumo-encephalograph’, and 

the ineffectuality of the written word in ‘Harry’, ‘Old Timer’ presents a vision of 

language that is intoxicating or contagious, much like the ‘virus’ of the poem’s 

opening. In fact, the further Webb takes us into the sequence, the more language is 
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portrayed as having persuasive capacities, much like the linguistic virus that 

encroaches upon the patients: 

 

But some little while ago it was all appalling. 

  He knew my footstep, even the pipe  

 Between blackened teeth hissed in its comeliness 

  As an exotic snake poising itself for the falling 

  Of heart’s-blood, tobacco; an ancient iron of unrest 

  Melted before his hopeful word of address. 

  Christ, how I melted! for healing and faith were ripe 

  As Bathurst opening the gigantic West 

  Or Orange golden as the breast.   

  (Webb 318). 

 

Marilyn Jacobs points out that ‘the indictment of the poem exists in the 

retrospective nature of the final stanza that leaps into life as it describes an earlier 

season when the old timer’s awareness of his identity caused a dangerously warm 

response.’ (Jacobs 481-82). It is the sudden switch from present tense to ‘some 

little while ago’ that marks the speaker’s changing response to the old timer, which 

is brought about by the old man’s language, by his ‘hopeful word of address’. In 

this retrospective account of a warm response to the old timer, Webb utilises 

imagery of the old testament, (‘an exotic snake poising itself for the falling’) to 

accentuate the speaker’s human flaws and propensity for sin, for the aversion 

which he displays towards the old timer. This sinful state of judgment and 

repulsion, ‘the ancient iron of unrest’ in the speaker, is cured by the old timer, as 

the old timer’s speech causes the speaker to ‘melt’ and to experience ‘faith and 

healing’. As for the final lines, Ashcroft comments that Bathurst and Orange are 

towns in mid-western New South Wales, and are references ‘to the opening up of 

the inland’, with Bathurst opening up ‘a geographical interior’ just as the healing 

and faith opens up the ‘interior of the spirit’. (Ashcroft 183). Ashcroft adds that 

the final reference to Orange ‘golden as the breast’ is a reference to Mount 

Canobolas outside Orange which Webb has already likened in an earlier poem 

(‘Canobolas’) to the breast of Mary. (Ashcroft 183). It appears that for the speaker, 

the old timer’s act of utterance is comparable to the opening up of being and 

consciousness, allowing him to access an interior that he was previously barred 

from. In this way, the sacred is present in the ordinary language of the lowly old 
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timer, and in the local places around country New South Wales. It is through the 

medium of language and speech that this sacredness can be accessed, through 

which the speaker can have a kind of resurrection, a second chance beyond his 

present living death, or state of original sin.  

 

Ward Two and the Kookaburra 

The fourth poem, ‘Ward Two and the Kookaburra’, is the first poem in the 

sequence that does not centre on an individual patient, but rather on the ward as a 

whole, with Delmonte describing it as a ‘mythological interval, which leads the 

reader into Webb’s symbolic and metaphoric inner world.’ (Delmonte 122). 

Delmonte’s argument foregrounds the surreal, mythical and even absurd aspects of 

the poem, which in turn elucidate the speaker’s experience of mental illness and 

loss of touch with reality: 

 

  We fingered the World, or watered little cacti of anger. 

So broad and shrewd and worshipful, the Wall 

 Peeped with some reservations at all the riff-raff of hunger 

 And desire – much as the schooled and tall  

  Mountain or introvert desert might peep at a city 

– The crude etude without art, pandemonium  

Of living – and remain dumb: 

But at dawn that shiver in the limbs of a eunuch pity.  

(Webb 318). 

 

‘Ward Two and the Kookaburra’ develops the image of the wall, a central symbol 

within the ‘Ward Two’ sequence. So far in the sequence, the wall has represented 

containment, enclosing the patients within a liminal space. However in this fourth 

poem, the wall becomes personified and animistic, peeping at the ‘riff-raff of 

hunger and desire’ which exists within the ward, within the patients’ lives. 

Elevating the wall to a personified status makes the patients look relatively lifeless 

and impotent, passive subjects of the wall’s voyeuristic gaze. In fact, gazing or 

watching is prevalent in the sequence thus far; the speaker is in the position of 

voyeur, gazing at his fellow patients in ‘Pneumo-encephalograph’, ‘Harry’ and ‘Old 

Timer’. However, the speaker’s position as agent of the gaze is subverted in ‘Ward 

Two and the Kookaburra’ as the speaker becomes the subject of the gaze, watched 

by the wall. For the first time, the speaker is being watched rather than watching 
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others, and this allows the poem to more deeply explore what is happening in the 

speaker’s mind. The poems before and after ‘Ward Two and the Kookaburra’ look 

outward to the surrounding ward and world, allowing the central poem of the 

sequence to be a voyage into consciousness and the subject, exploring the nature 

of mental illness.  

 

In ‘Ward Two and the Kookaburra’, for the first time in the Ward Two sequence, 

the wall is not merely a physical object that separates patients from the outside 

world, but it is the agent of peering at the patients with curiosity and pity. By 

personifying the wall in this way, its function of restricting and limiting 

consciousness becomes more apparent; it reinforces the othered quality of the 

patients. For Ashcroft, the wall ‘represents the barriers people accept in their 

mundane conscious lives’, whereas the ‘World’ outside represents dynamic 

potentiality and possibility. (Ashcroft 1996: 183). Although the wall further 

represses and objectifies the patients, the fact that it remains ‘dumb’ and 

languageless hints that these barriers may ultimately be overcome, even by the 

patients who are experiencing a ‘pandemonium of living’. Griffith argues that the 

stone wall of the psychiatric hospital ‘stands as a symbol for man’s fundamental 

indifference to the fate of his fellow man’, and that Webb’s intention is to ‘break 

down this wall’ through the empathy of the Ward Two sequence. (Griffith 1991: 

258-59). In other words, the wall symbolises the emotional and physical barrier 

that stands between those designated mentally ill and those designated mentally 

healthy, yet the language of the Ward Two sequence aims to erode these barriers by 

creating empathy for those characters who are contained within the walls of the 

hospital. Griffith contends that the stone walls of the ward become ‘an exposure of 

man’s destructive self-seeking’, a quality that Webb seeks to diminish by in turn 

exposing the humane and redemptive characteristics of the ward patients. (Griffith 

1977: 43). If the wall represents self-destruction and man’s indifference to his 

fellow man, Webb’s animation of the wall symbolises a moment of severe 

psychological crisis and self-destruction, which can only be qualified by the 

sensitivity and empathy evoked throughout the rest of the Ward Two sequence.  

 

Also intrinsic to this poem is the motif of breakage and separation, as opposed to 

pre-established themes of cohesion and unity. So far in the sequence, ‘Pneumo-
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encephalograph’ produced recurring images of union: ‘flints coupling for the 

spark’, ‘passion and peace trussed together’,  ‘pain’s amalgam with gold’. As Webb 

progresses through the poems, the theme of cohesion is gradually loosened; in 

‘Harry’ the ‘cruet of innocence’ is described as having the potential to spill over, 

and in ‘Old Timer’, ‘Being’ is described as ‘tender, succulent and porous’. 

Furthermore, the images of connection in ‘Pneumo-encephalograph’ are 

counterpoised by images of the divisive wall in ‘Harry’ and ‘Old Timer’, a wall that 

keeps the patients from the outside world. However, it is in ‘Ward Two and the 

Kookaburra’, this ‘mythological interval’, in which images of breakage and 

separation abound: 

 

And then the Yard was empty: snap of the thick thumb 

  From somewhere, and the moon with the lined face, 

  Old voyageuse, dined on her continental crumb 

  And sea-sauce, and then portmanteau’d every trace 

  Of knick-knacks and a world. 

  Or, friends, had each of you somehow jerked ajar 

  The quantum portal, like a star 

  Erupting into sleep’s non-magnetic field? 

  (Webb 319). 

 

These images of snapping or castrated limbs and digits contribute to this fourth 

poem’s status as the climax of the poetic sequence; this is where the poet-speaker 

reflects on his own state of mind and the disturbing, implosive nature of his 

psychology finally simmers to the surface. When Ashcroft argues that the poem 

‘Homosexual’ displays ‘the full panoply of existential fears—engulfment, 

implosion, disembodiment—which haunt the schizophrenic’, the same could be 

said of ‘Ward Two and the Kookaburra’, where the speaker seems to anticipate the 

implosion of the world and the engulfment and disembodiment of self: ‘Old 

voyageuse, dined on her continental crumb / And sea-sauce, and then 

portmanteau’d every trace / Of knick-knacks and a world’. (Ashcroft 1996: 78). 

The old moon appears to be inhaling or gathering up everything that exists within 

the world, so that there is nothing left. Similarly, the kookaburra’s ‘giant ghost of 

laughter’ coincides with the ‘dregs of planets’ being drained, an apocalyptic event 

that robs the world of its entire contents. Up until this point in ‘Ward Two’, 

imagery of the beginning of the world has been common; in ‘Harry’ Webb wrote 
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of ‘seasonal pelts and the thin / Soft tactile underskin / Of air were stretched 

across earth’, and in ‘Old Timer’, there are hints/echoes of old testament biblical 

imagery, with the ‘exotic snake poising itself for the falling’. The first three poems 

built up a world and engaged images of the world’s beginning, yet this is suddenly 

undermined in ‘Ward Two and the Kookaburra’, where everything in the ward is 

threatened with an imminent ending or eruption.  

 

While Webb has, thus far in the sequence, constructed imagery of the body as 

physical and tangible, ‘Ward Two and the Kookaburra’ introduces images of 

limbs—arms and legs—that are disembodied, and which are composed of light 

rather than flesh. For Ashcroft, light in the Ward Two sequence is an ‘indication of 

a total creative process in the poetry’, a ‘process of ontological enquiry’, yet I 

would add that in this instance in ‘Ward Two and the Kookaburra’, the 

metaphysical limbs of light suggest a fragmentation or dissolution of the patients, 

the bodies within the ward. (Ashcroft 1975: 61). Although light often references 

existential discovery and illumination, these limbs of light are impliedly incapable 

of speech, language or utterance, and are in some way barred from the self-

knowledge that the other patients in the sequence are able to strive for. On the 

point of dissolution, Webb introduces the laugh of the disembodied kookaburra as 

aiding the dissolution of the subject’s world, with guttural ‘g’ sounds, 

onomatopoetic ‘shivers’ and ‘shakes’, and low frequency vowel sounds, all working 

to create a sense of foreboding: 

 

Today on the sky’s porous hulk there is unfurled 

  Naïve bunting: very discreetly, arms and legs 

  Of light tread the greying timbers: and now this wild, 

  This lumbering giant ghost of laughter while the dregs 

  Of planets are drained, the cup shakes: 

  His guffaw like some coup of megatons past belief 

  Shivers our gold and copper grief:  

  History’s bowels roll for breakfast as history wakes. 

  (Webb 319). 

 

R.F. Brissenden argues that in Ward Two, Francis Webb ‘presents the intermingling 

of the inner and outer world’, the ‘give and take between the perceiving, receptive 

transforming consciousness of the individual and the responsive and animated 
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environment’. (Brissenden 46). This is no truer than in ‘Ward Two and the 

Kookaburra’, where the imminent collapse and apocalypse of the external 

environment reflects the patient-speaker’s inner existential anxiety. On this point 

of existential and ontological insecurity, there is vulnerability and humanness in the 

image of limbs of light in the poem, as opposed to the head of the kookaburra, 

which is omniscient and godly. The kookaburra’s ‘ghost of laughter’ serves an 

apocalyptic function, draining the planets, shaking the cup, and causing a ‘coup of 

megatons past belief’. Although bunting usually signifies celebration, this appears 

to be a poem of lamentation, a plaintive cry for the loss of the patients’ sanity and 

their loss of freedom due to their institutionalisation in the ward. The bunting—a 

symbol of celebration—is discreet, naïve and tentative, whereas the kookaburra 

head is wild and guffawing, a symbol of the mania that can exist within the 

patients’ minds. The kookaburra has no more capacity for language than the 

disembodied limbs of light, and though he can traverse the walls of the ward, the 

bird is a symbol of their psychoses, as its laugh catalyses the dissolution of the 

inner and outer worlds. It even shakes the foundations of the patients’ spiritual 

faith, as it ‘shivers our gold and copper grief’, with gold imagery being associated 

thus far in Ward Two with the sacred and redemptive, thus instigating a further 

threat to the patients’ psyches and sense of ontological being.  

 

The patients, as illustrated elsewhere in the sequence, are images of a living death, 

and Marilyn Jacobs argues that the kookaburra is in contrast with the patients 

because of its capacity for laughter, a song that ‘serves to remind those beyond the 

Wall of a pre-history that re-awakens their awareness of present’. (Jacobs 482). For 

Jacobs, the kookaburra’s laughter is a ‘world-shaking event’ that rekindles a 

‘reciprocal spark of defiance’. (Jacobs 483). By way of contrast, I contend that the 

kookaburra’s laugh is oppressing the patients and reinforcing their condition of 

impotence within the ward. In the final stanza, the patients’ hands are ‘menial’ and 

their arms and legs ‘crawl aslant / Unpausing’, an image of struggle and hardship 

compared to the kookaburra, which ascends and expands: 

 

  Our menial hands and trouserlegs sweep in the brief 

  Gesture, the Fixed Idea; or time’s complaint 

  Flutters in this air-pocket like a leaf.  

  Arms, legs of man and colour crawl aslant 
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  Unpausing: but the head 

  Of obsessed ultimate Laughter in ascent 

  Bulges into testament! 

  Gape at your porridge, munch it like a god! 

  (Webb 319). 

 

Discussing the image of the ‘Fixed Idea’, Ashcroft argues that ‘Fixed ideas can be a 

sign of the unimaginative, the limited consciousness, such as those which might 

occupy this ward’, and adds that ‘the capitalisation gives it an ironic significance’. 

(Ashcroft 1996: 184). This may be the case, but an alternative reading is that the 

‘Fixed Idea’ is the false beliefs systems or delusions of the mentally ill patients, the 

thoughts and language that they are unable to shake due to the nature of their 

conditions. Though the patients themselves consist of the ordinary and ‘menial’, 

their thoughts or ‘fixed ideas’ are elevated to a position of grandiosity and 

significance; their minds are supposedly as lofty as the kookaburra that ascends the 

sky. In spite of this apparent significance, the fixed thoughts are also delicate and 

fragile, fluttering ‘like a leaf’, with the ‘arms, legs of man and colour’ crawling 

‘aslant’, and thus impliedly off-centre and deviating from any sense of security or 

stronghold. Ashcroft’s claim that the kookaburra, as one outside the wall, ‘is 

laughing at the fact that history itself … testifies to society’s continual return to its 

limitations’, is consistent with the reading that the kookaburra represents, in 

contradistinction to the patients, an omniscient god, as he presides over the 

beginning and end of the ward world. (Ashcroft 1996: 184). The lower case 

reference to ‘a god’ in the last line reinforces that unlike the kookaburra, the 

patients are not gods, but are mere mortals. Just as psychiatric treatment was 

compared to the holy spirit in ‘Pneumo-enccephalograph’, and as patients were 

compared to Christ in ‘Harry’ and ‘Old Timer’, ‘Ward Two and the Kookaburra’ 

represents the manic bird in a lofty and powerful capacity, rendering the ordinary, 

base lives of the psychiatric patients a holy and sacred event.  

 

 

Homosexual 

Unlike other poems in the ‘Ward Two’ sequence, ‘Homosexual’ has no particular 

rhyme scheme; it is the most prosaic of the poems in the sequence, and apart from 

repetition, it has little in the way of poetic sound patterns. This contributes to the 
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poem an enhanced solemnity and sobriety, as the speaker reflects on the aspects of 

himself that are reflected in a gay patient within the ward. In addition, the caesuras 

and punctuation throughout creates a stop-start feel to the poem that contributes a 

jarring sense of confusion and unease. The hushed, sinister opening lines of 

‘Homosexual’ suggest that certain types of voyeurism or ‘looking’ can be fatal, and 

that the perceiving subject may assimilate the qualities of those who they look at: 

 

To watch may be deadly. There is no judgment, compulsion, 

  And the object becomes ourselves. That is the terror: 

  We have simply ceased, are not dead, and have been  

  And are; only movement – our movement – is relegated, 

  Only thought, being – our thought, being – are given 

  Over; and pray God it be simply given. 

So, at this man’s ending, which is all a watching, 

  Let us disentangle the disgust and indifference, 

  Be all a thin hurried magnanimity:  

  For that is movement, our movement. Let us study 

  Popular magazines, digests, psychoanalysts:  

  For that is thought, being, our thought, our being. 

  (Webb 319-20). 

 

In this stanza, the ‘terror’ is that ‘the object becomes ourselves’, but even more so, 

the fear is that the patients in watching have ‘ceased’ or stopped living, yet are not 

dead, thus entering the realm of a suspended state of living death. The patients 

exist in past tense and present tense – they ‘have been and are’, and thus occupy a 

dual existence where they are at once dead and living. In portraying a hope that 

one’s thought and being is ‘simply given’ over, Webb implies that there is an 

underlying fear that the patients’ thought and being might be otherwise taken by 

force. In their state of living death, the patients’ act of watching results in an 

identity transferral where their conception of themselves is given over to the 

homosexual patient. Webb’s speaker encourages the collective ‘we’ to stop judging 

the homosexual man – to ‘disentangle the disgust and indifference’, because the 

man’s movement has become synonymous with their movement; they are all equal 

within the walls of the psychiatric ward. For Delmonte, the act of watching ‘could 

lead to the realization of the state of complete alienation, in which he is living, and 

of which he is nonetheless aware’. (Delmonte 123). In other words, Delmonte 
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suggests that the act of voyeuristic looking isolates the patients from others, and 

from their own identities as they lose control of their ‘thought’ and ‘being’. 

Alternatively, I argue that watching involves unity rather than alienation, bringing 

all patients into a state of equality and empathy, whether homosexual or 

heterosexual. For the homosexual man’s ending or demise, which the other 

patients are witnessing, the speaker entreats them to study the language of ‘popular 

magazines, digests, psychoanalysts’, potentially in an effort to treat the man, whose 

identity is now entwined with theirs. As Webb engages with the idea of mental 

illness as a contagion, he also engages with homosexuality as a contagion, and 

social understandings of both, particularly in the social context of this sequence, 

have very similar patterns. It was illegal to be an ‘active’ homosexual in New South 

Wales until the 1980s, and it was treated as a psychiatric illness in New South 

Wales at this time, meaning that the subject of this poem is twice alienated from 

his own society.  

 

The second stanza of ‘Homosexual’ opens with the line, ‘I shall only watch’, 

suggesting that the speaker, who was initially aware of the dangers of looking, is 

now succumbing to this voyeuristic temptation. The stanza describes the birth of 

the poetic subject, tracking the man’s life from the innocence of his birth to the 

pain and emotional torment that he endures as a homosexual adult: 

 

I shall only watch. He is born, seized by joy, 

I shall not speak of that joy, seeing it only 

 As the lighted house, the security, the Beginning. 

 Unselfconscious as the loveliest of flowers 

  He grows – and here we enter: the house stands yet, 

  But the joists winge under our footsteps. Now the God, 

  The Beginning, the joy, give way to boots and footmarks. 

  Pale glass faces contorted in hate or merriment 

  Embody him; and words and arbitrary laws. 

  He is embodied, he weeps – and all mankind,  

  Which is the face, the glass even, weeps with him. 

  (Webb 320). 

 

This stanza suggests that the patient-object was born into ‘joy’ and ‘security’, a 

‘lighted house’, as if he was born a blank, innocent slate. Ashcroft’s reading is that 
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‘the Beginning, the lighted house, is invaded by the stormtroopers of encroaching 

reality,’ and so it appears that the innocent virtues of the homosexual man are 

corrupted only by the perils presented by society and its language. (Ashcroft 1996: 

79). Ashcroft elaborates, ‘The embodiment (or engulfment) of this Beginning 

involves an inevitable corruption and suffering, and an inevitable part of this 

suffering is “words and arbitrary laws”; language itself may limit human experience 

and it is past these limits that poetry tries to point the way.’ (Ashcroft 1996: 185). 

In other words, even as Webb suggests that language has a corrupting and limiting 

influence, the language of the poem strives towards an evocation of virtue, 

ordering the chaos and suffering to arrive at the notion that the patients within the 

ward are holy and transcendent. 

 

The boy grows, ‘Unselfconscious as the loveliest of flowers’, and it is at this point 

that the fellow patients and/or society ‘enters’. It is ambiguous as to what Webb 

refers to in the phrase, ‘we enter’; one interpretation is that the man becomes more 

and more a product of the values of his time and more influenced by the 

prejudices in his society. Alternatively, the ‘entrance’ may refer to the patients 

entering the psychiatric ward, where ‘the joists winge under our footsteps’. In any 

case, the innocence of the child gives way to ‘boots and footmarks’, representing 

society’s physical and emotional abuse of the homosexual man. Keeping in mind 

that homosexuality was viewed by some as a mental illness at the time of Ward 

Two’s publication, Webb infers that a person who initially represented ‘God’, the 

‘Beginning’, and ‘joy’, is not only subject to brute force from others, but that his 

identity becomes subsumed by his oppressors, and comes to embody them. 

Delmonte argues that the two personal subjects ‘I’ and ‘He’ ‘become the interior 

agent and audience to the split inside the inmate-poet-fool-prisoner’. (Delmonte 

123). In this way, the transparent, insubstantial ‘pale glass faces’ who observe him 

and participate in his humiliation, come to deeply sympathise and ‘weep with him’, 

as they see themselves in him. Griffith reads the ‘pale glass faces’ as the ‘lifeless 

and loveless masks that society wears in order to protect the status quo’, and I 

would add that this image of insubstantial transparency becomes a paradoxical 

symbol of both severe condemnation and compassionate empathy. (Griffith 1991: 

263). Language is therefore rendered complex throughout the poem ‘Homosexual’, 

it is the means by which the man is judged and mistreated, but is also the means by 
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which the other patients sympathise and show compassion towards him. Language 

is the cause of the patient’s suffering, yet it is through the poetic language that 

Webb achieves an understanding of unexpected holiness and virtue.  

 

The opening line of the third stanza, ‘The first window broken’, symbolises the 

beginning of the homosexual patient’s psychological fragmentation. Up until this 

point in the poem, the homosexual man is compared to an old house that the other 

patients ‘enter’, and the image of a window broken suggests the first of many 

fractures to the homosexual subject, which are caused by society’s condemnation 

of him: 

 

The first window broken. Something nameless as yet 

  Resists embodiment. Something, the perennial rebel, 

  Will not rest. And this, his grandest element, 

  Becomes his terror, because of the footsteps, us.  

 

  I shall not consider sin beginning, our sin, 

  The images, furtive actions. All is a secret 

  But to us all is known as on the day of our birth. 

  He will differ, must differ among all the pale glass faces, 

  The single face contorted in hate or merriment. 

  (Webb 320). 

 

Following the image of the broken window, ‘Something nameless as yet / Resists 

embodiment’, a line that can be read as the homosexual patient resisting his 

physical desire. The implication is that which avoids linguistic signification, which 

isn’t named, cannot be embodied in the physical world. On a metaphorical level, 

the homosexuality which ‘resists embodiment’ corresponds to the mental illnesses 

among the other patients which are primarily psychological but resist physical 

manifestation. The patient’s sexuality is portrayed as a ‘rebel’ or an antagonistic 

persona within, an element that ‘will not rest’ and which becomes terrifying due to 

the ‘footsteps’, the punitive and surveillant movements of his peers. In the fourth 

brief stanza, Webb’s speaker suggests that the original sin of the heterosexual 

patients, the ‘sin beginning’, is normalised from the ‘day of our birth’, whereas the 

homosexual stands out, ‘among all the pale glass faces’, with his face ‘contorted in 

hate or merriment’, a mixture of pleasure and fear. Delmonte argues that it is the 
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homosexual’s deviation that ‘becomes his terror’, as the persona ‘is torn between 

two opposite poles: on the one side, he is aware of his deviation from the codes of 

society; on the other, this realization brings an element of terror in his self, terror 

of being the rebel, of being different’. (Delmonte 121). The deviation from the 

codes of society represents a deviation from the speech and words of broader 

society, language that is represented by the window of ‘glass faces’ that look on at 

him. On the other hand, the homosexual, although he does not name his 

difference or articulate it in words, represents a state in which the ‘window’ of 

language or social rules is shattered in its deviancy from the norm.  

 

The fifth stanza brings together the metaphor of the house, the imagery of the 

‘Beginning’, and the sinister oscillation between language and silence in the 

discussion of ‘sin’. This part of the poem reflects on the events that led the 

homosexual patient to be transferred to the hospital for mental illness, events that 

centred on his act of coming out to his parents. In the stanza, the homosexual’s 

disclosure to his mother is associated with apocalyptic imagery and the destruction 

of the metaphorical house, as ‘doors rattle’ and ‘foundations stagger’. This notion 

of apocalypse, and an ending as opposed to a ‘Beginning’, is also connected to a 

loss of language in both the mother and the homosexual man; around the mother 

is a ‘chaos of silence’, and the homosexual is ‘mulcted of words’. The phrase ‘chaos 

of silence’ is almost an oxymoron, evoking a paradoxical state where an absence of 

language or speech causes disorder, turbulence, and it suggests that silence has the 

potential to be as destructive as language: 

 

Comes the day when his mother realises all. 

  Few questions, and a chaos of silence. Her thin eyes 

  Are emptied. Doors rattle in the house, 

  Foundations stagger. The Beginning becomes us; 

  And he is mulcted of words, remain to him only  

  The words of sin, escape, which is becoming all of life. 

  Easier, the talk with his father, rowdy, brief 

  Thank God, and only the language of the gutter, 

  He watches the moth pondering the gaslight, love-death, 

  Offers a wager as to her love or death or both. 

  His father stops speaking, fingers some papers on the desk.  

  (Webb,320-21). 
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Webb takes a moment to state, ‘The Beginning becomes us’, suggesting that while 

the other patients in the ward are innocent and pure as the ‘Beginning’, the 

homosexual has apparently reached a point of moral and existential crisis, an 

‘ending’ of sorts. The fact that the words of sin and escape are ‘becoming all of life’ 

shows that the language that centres around the patient’s sexuality is all-consuming, 

that it has an engulfing function. Ashcroft discusses this image of engulfment, 

arguing that this poem includes ‘one of the most powerful metaphors in the poetry 

of the schizophrenic fear of engulfment’, and that each poem glimpses the ‘danger 

of the self becoming engulfed’. (Ashcroft 1996: 185, 79). This idea of engulfment is 

conjured in the image of the moth pondering the gaslight, hovering between ‘love 

or death or both’, a metaphor for the homosexual man whose capacity for love is 

marred by the threat of violence or social ostracisation, even death. For the moth 

and for the homosexual man, their love (of light, of other men), leads them to a 

degree of engulfment (of fire, society, and language) that threatens them with 

dissolution. 

 

In the final stanza, the speaker declares that the homosexual person was conveyed 

to the hospital because of the hate or merriment of the ‘pale glass faces’, the sheet 

of language or discourse that condemns and judges the man. The judgment of the 

others leaves ‘only sin as flesh’, thus replacing the physical body with the abstract 

and socially constructed notion of sin. The homosexual patient ‘does not speak or 

hear’, he is incapable of forming or responding to verbal language. But unlike the 

others outside the hospital, the ‘compatriots in sin or other illnesses’ are similarly 

deprived of the ability to utter language; they are ‘silent, watching, not hearing’. 

Webb writes that ‘It is all he ever sought’, showing that solidarity with others who 

are also deprived of speech and hearing is something that the homosexual man has 

been seeking his whole life: 

 

And now he is here. We had him conveyed to this place 

  Because our pale glass faces contorted in hate or merriment 

  Left only sin as flesh, the concrete, the demanded. 

  He does not speak or hear – perhaps the pox.  

But all his compatriots in sin or in other illness 

  Are flesh, the demanded, silent, watching, not hearing: 
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  It is all he ever sought. Again I am tempted, with the Great, 

  To see in ugliness and agony a way to God: 

  Worse, I am tempted to say he has found God 

  Because we cannot contort our faces in merriment, 

  And we are one of the Twelve Tribes – he our king. 

  He has dictated silence, a kind of peace 

  To all within these four unambiguous walls,  

  Almost I can say with no answering scuffle of rejection, 

  He is loving us now, he is loving all. 

  (Webb, 321) 

 

In the latter half of the final stanza, Webb aligns the homosexual’s ‘ugliness and 

agony’ with Godlike leadership and virtue, as in this space, the other patients are 

not able to ‘contort our faces in merriment’, to use their language or speech to 

condemn the man. In fact, the homosexual man becomes the leader of the 

patients, like the king of the ‘Twelve Tribes’, and ‘dictates silence, a kind of peace’, 

commanding the ward to exist in the absence of language. According to Noel 

Rowe, in ‘Homosexual’ ‘we find Webb’s model offering a searching critique of 

conventional Catholicism, saying that the homosexual embodies Christ’s love more 

deeply than his virtuous judges do.’ (Rowe 122). As a persecuted and judged 

persona, the homosexual man comes to represent Christ, and adopts the role of 

loving, accepting and leading all of the misfits within the psychiatric ward. It is thus 

within the ‘four unambiguous walls’ of the hospital that the patients are free of the 

language that is associated with the outside world.  

 

A Man 

Another patient, plainly designated as ‘A Man’, appears as the subject of the sixth 

poem in the ‘Ward Two’ sequence. The man’s physical, mental, and linguistic 

deterioration is manifest in the opening lines, as he ‘can hardly walk’, can hardy 

speak, is ‘faded’, and is preoccupied with the ‘solid wall’ that demarcates ward life 

from the world outside, the boundary that designates him as unwell and in need of 

treatment. In the poem, the stanzas follow a repeated structure whereby the first 

three lines involve end-rhyme, the fourth line consistently ends with the phrase 

‘solid wall’, and the final two lines offer an italicised refrain that speculates over 

who might be the creator, who might have created this particular form of 

existence. In this way the words ‘solid wall’ form a figurative boundary, 
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linguistically separating words that speculate about the creator from the words that 

describe the decrepit and banal situation within the hospital: 

 

  He can hardly walk these days, buckling at the knees, 

  Wrestling with consonants, in raggedy khakis 

  Faded from ancient solar festivities, 

  He loiters, shuffles, fingering solid wall: 

    Away down, the roots, away down, 

    Who said Let there be light? 

 

The clock in its tower of worked baroque stone 

Holds at three o’clock and has always done. 

Nothing else shuffles, works, is ended, begun, 

There is only the solid air, the solid wall. 

   Away down, the roots, away down, 

   Who said Let there be light? 

(Webb 321-22). 

 

The man is physically and mentally struggling, and the fact that he is ‘Faded from 

ancient solar festivities’ means that he deteriorates due to light, the light that the 

creator has benevolently or perhaps mistakenly bestowed upon them, and which he 

laments in each stanza’s refrain. The light is paradoxically what gives life to 

creation, but is also that which diminishes and fades the male patient. The man is 

unsteady, loitering and shuffling, and ‘fingering’ and pondering the ‘solid wall’, that 

which is by way of contrast, sturdy and stable. The motif of solidity and sturdiness 

resonates with the first part of the refrain—‘Away down, the roots, away down’—and 

the notion that whoever declared the existence of light and the world were not 

above in the lofty heights of heaven, but rather deep in the warm and solid earth. 

For Ashcroft, light ‘metaphorically traverses both ontology and epistemology, 

standing as the figure for both being and knowing, concepts of central importance 

in Webb’s poetry.’ (Ashcroft 1996: 51). In asking who, through verbal utterance, 

created light and thus the capacity to be and know, Webb’s refrain questions the 

existence and credibility of God in a place where pain and suffering is so present.  

 

In the second stanza, themes of solidity and sturdiness resume with the image of 

the ‘clock in its tower of worked baroque stone’, an image in which the clock, the 

symbol of time, is trapped in old and immovable material. Significantly, the clock 
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‘holds at three o’clock and has always done’, thus frozen at the time of Christ’s 

death, lending a grimness and sense of mortality to the ward environment. In this 

place, the fact that time holds at three o’clock suggests that the patients can never 

move to the moment of resurrection, but are rather suspended at the time of 

persecution and death. Webb writes that ‘Nothing else shuffles, works, is ended, 

begun,’ illustrating that this is a space of limbo where nothing begins, moves or 

ends, and that there is only the ‘solid air, the solid wall’, a fixture of staleness and 

stasis. Once again, the refrain appears, lamenting the creation of light and life, and 

questioning who it was that brought about this miserable existence. Ashcroft 

argues that the poem ‘A Man’ ‘represents yet another mode of being, one in which 

existential possibilities are glimpsed from a stance of almost frivolous impotence’. 

(Ashcroft 1996: 186). He elaborates that though the man grapples with language, 

‘his greatest problem is time and memory which grip him as the wall “grips” the 

ward.’ (Ashcroft 1996: 186). It seems that it is not just time and memory that grip 

the man, but existence and life itself, and in each refrain he seems to yearn for a 

buried existence ‘away down’ by ‘the roots’, a yearning for an end to his torturous 

state of limbo.  

 

In the third stanza, the man who has been exposed to this morbid and torturous 

environment tries to stabilise the ward further by pulling out a ‘heavy chock’ from 

his photograph album and inserts it into the wall, an attempt to use his memories 

of a former, sane life to steady the unstable, suspended space of the ward. The man 

‘squats like a king’, ironically positioning the man as royalty within the ward, but 

which only serves to reinforce his poverty of spirit and mental health: 

 

Three weeks under the indigent paid-off clock:  

He pulls from his photograph album the heavy chock, 

Squats like a king behind a heavy lock,  

 Niched in and almost part of solid wall.  

   Away down, the roots, away down, 

   Who said Let there be light? 

 

Canaries silent as spiders, caged in laws, 

  Shuffle and teeter, begging a First Cause 

  That they may tear It open with their claws 

  And have It hanging in pain from solid wall. 
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    Away down, the roots, away down, 

    Who said Let there be light? 

  (Webb 322). 

 

In the fourth stanza, Webb creates a disturbing image of canaries, which are caged 

within laws (i.e. within language and order), but are ‘silent as spiders’; they are 

incapable of language yet subject to it. The image of silent canaries resonates with 

the idiom of ‘canaries in a coal mine’, where the birds are only silent when dead or 

if death is imminent. The fact that the canaries are silent yet actively ‘shuffle’, 

‘teeter’ and ‘tear’ suggests that the birds, like the patients, are in a state of living 

death where they are mobile yet languageless. These birds beg ‘a First Cause’, 

thereby begging for a state of existence that is caused by a creator, a God. The 

canaries feel somewhat threatened by the chock in the wall, the emblem of sanity 

and wellness, and try to ‘tear It open with their claws / And have It hanging in 

pain from solid wall.’ The idea that the chock has the human characteristic of being 

capable of pain suggests that this chock, taken from his photograph album and 

thus from his memories of a sane life, is as fallible as human beings and will not 

necessarily hold up the integrity of the ward wall. A chock is usually something that 

stops movement, and in this case is something that inhibits the patients’ memories 

of wellness, and in being torn from the wall, Webb suggests that the patients’ 

memories of their sane lives are flooding back, causing them pain. 

 

Delmonte writes that this poem ‘creates a sort of nightmarish atmosphere in the 

sequence’, a ‘haunting rhythm’ with images overlapping ‘in a sort of montage, or as 

a sequence of old shots in an album’. (Delmonte 121). Indeed, the introduction of 

the canaries image is nightmarish and haunting, as these symbols of the natural 

world, who value the existence of God, seem intent on ripping out the chock from 

the wall, thus removing the patient’s attempt at securing the place with fond 

memories from his photograph album, and reinforcing the need for an omniscient 

and frightening Creator. One reading is that the canaries are representative of the 

other patients, silent yet caged within the laws of language, and that they militate 

against the wall that ostracises them from the rest of society and the world. This 

sensation of being ostracised from the rest of society and the world is enhanced by 

the refrain, where the speaker locates a world ‘away down’ by the ‘roots’. In 

combining the assertion of ‘Away down, the roots, away down’ with the question 
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‘Who said Let there be light?’ Webb oscillates between secular and religious 

notions of the source of life, and by completing the religious imagery with a 

question mark, Webb seems to invoke doubts about God or a ‘First Cause’. In 

Webb’s world, the speaker is gradually losing faith in God and in human nature, 

losing control of his religious belief just as the canaries wildly throw themselves at 

the chock that holds the wall together.  

 

In the final three stanzas of ‘A Man’, emblems of the patient’s formerly sane life, 

outside the ward, hurl themselves at the wall, representing the patient’s desire to be 

well again, and to destroy this symbol of institutionalisation and illness. For 

instance, the man’s ‘King’s cup for swimming’ and ‘the shimmering girl’ recall 

elements of a formerly glamorous and successful life before illness took over, and a 

‘photogenic light aircraft’ uncontrollably and ineffectually hurls its ‘petty weight 

against a solid wall’. The end rhyme of these lines mimics the repetitive act of 

objects and memories being hurled at the institutional wall. Delmonte argues that 

the ‘motif of the vessel, the cup of the king, is reminiscent of the Holy Grail, a 

feminine symbol, holding Christ’s blood’, and in this way Webb elevates a time 

before illness, the memory of a functional life, as a Christlike, holy time. (Delmonte 

121). This is in contradistinction to the pattern Webb has established thus far in 

the Ward Two sequence; that is, that illness and institutionalisation is a holy 

experience and that the patients are aligned with Christ and the Holy Spirit. Instead 

aligning the patient’s sane life with a Christian symbol, Webb casts doubt on the 

vision of the mental patient as a holy and redemptive figure, reminiscing 

favourably on a time before illness as a kind of Holy Grail, a king’s cup: 

 

His King’s Cup for swimming, the shimmering girl, 

  The photogenic light aircraft spin and whirl 

  Out of the loam, stained by all weathers, hurl 

  Their petty weight against a solid wall. 

    Away down, the roots, away down, 

    Who said Let there be light? 

 

  The great goldfish hangs mouthing his glass box 

  And elite of weeds, like an old cunning fox 

  Or red-bronze gadfly, hangs in contentment, mocks 

  All that is cast in air or solid wall.  
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    Away down, the roots, away down, 

    Who said Let there be light? 

 

  But his Cup glitters, the light monoplane bucks 

  Into the head-wind, girls in panel trucks  

  Arrive like flowers, and the dry mouth sucks 

  Deeply, puffs into flesh behind solid wall. 

    Away down, the roots, away down, 

    Who said Let there be light? 

  (Webb 322-23). 

 

These objects associated with a past life come out of the ‘loam’ or earth, suggesting 

that these memories and moments were not God-given or transcendent but rather 

man-made, grounded in human creation. This image interacts with the refrain 

(‘Away down, the roots, away down’), and it appears that elements of the patient’s sanity 

are so repressed and buried that even when slight memories rise to the surface, 

these are inconsequential and incapable of lifting the patient out of his current state 

of insanity.  

 

The penultimate stanza introduces more images from the man’s photograph 

album, namely a ‘great goldfish’ that ‘hangs mouthing its glass box’, which ‘mocks 

/ All that is cast in air or solid wall’. According to Marilyn Jacobs, ‘returning to the 

encapsulated history of the “photograph album” restores his sense of identity and 

importantly allows an imaginative escape’, a ‘simple act of keeping the past alive’. 

(Jacobs 487). With the quotidian image of the goldfish, a household pet and 

another relic of a formerly happy time, Webb allows more than an imaginative 

escape, he creates a disturbing sensation of the fish ‘hanging’, a violent image more 

associated with suicide and mental distress. In this case, the return of the goldfish 

image to the space of the ward does not restore the man’s sense of identity, but 

rather mocks his newfound unhappy state of existence. Mocking ‘all that is cast in 

air or solid wall’, this particular relic of sanity reminds the patients that their new 

life of insanity is permanent or ‘cast’, unlike the ephemeral memories that fly from 

the photograph album to bounce off the solid wall, the symbol of a fixed state of 

illness. In spite of this sense of permanent illness, the final stanza shows the 

resilience of the patient’s memories, as the cup ‘glitters’, the monoplane ‘bucks’, 

and girls in panel trucks ‘arrive like flowers’, an image that is at once celebratory 
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and funereal. In the final image of the man sighing deeply behind ‘solid wall’, it is 

clear that the patients exist in this condition of living death, with aspects of 

formerly vibrant lives both sustaining and taunting them, with the wall an ever-

present reminder of their illnesses, segregation, and all that is static and permanent.  

 

The Old Women 

The complex condition of the patients, in which they feel reduced to nothingness, 

is further explored in the penultimate poem, ‘The Old Women’, where female 

visitors descend on Ward Two as if on a celestial body or planet. In entering Ward 

Two, the women disembark from ‘age and weight and sex’, as the hospital is a 

place where gravity ‘pauses’, where the figurative suspension of one’s body 

emulates the suspension of their identity. Ashcroft notes that ‘The women 

disembark from everything that is Real and tangible, everything that is measurable 

and definable, and enter a world that is incalculable.’ (Ashcroft 1996: 187). They 

are ugly and persistent, bringing the patients laundry and confectionaries, and they 

fearfully talk with—or, rather at the patients, who passively accept their kisses. The 

poem is composed of five octaves, which each follow an abcabcdd rhyming 

structure. The abcabc rhymes in each stanza create a kind of loop or even an ‘orbit’, 

echoing the image of the women floating about, subject in the hospital to an 

‘earlier law’ of gravity. This loop is consistently disrupted by the couplet at the end 

of each stanza, which soberly and heavily dwell on the patients’ plight: 

 

  From social ellipses, from actual weight and mass  

 They are disembarking, from age and weight and sex, 

 Floating among us this Sunday afternoon, 

 Ugly, vague, tiny as the vagrant island of gas 

  Embracing, nosing certain unthinkable wrecks, 

  Sunken faces like the face of the cretin moon. 

  Son, husband, lover, have spun out of orbit; this place 

  Holds the fugitive vessel to be kissed; and the rest is space. 

 

  They wait in the visitors’ room: archaic clothing, 

  Reading-glass, patois of tin, rigmarole hair. 

  Men like meteorites enter their atmosphere. 

  The bombast, the wake of fire, the joy, the nothing.  

  Known strata of repartee unveiled with care, 

  Ice Age of the cherished calculated fear. 
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  Gravity bends to an earlier law in this place:  

  Comes a lifting of heads among grazing herds of space. 

  (Webb 323). 

 

It seems that the old women, outsiders like the objects in ‘A Man’, come from a 

world where gravity functions normally, figuring the space outside the ward as the 

earth from which the male patients have ‘spun out of orbit’. Though the women 

have ‘sunken faces like the face of the cretin moon’, they are positioned within a 

gravitational pull, which they attempt to draw the patients back into. In this way, 

the presence of the mentally healthy old women acts as a force that attempts to 

draw the men back into realms of sanity. As they wait in the visitors’ room, men 

enter their atmosphere like ‘meteorites’, comparing the men to debris of outer 

space, or an object that crumbles and diminishes the closer it gets to earth. In other 

words, the closer the men get to the ‘earth’ of the old women, the more their 

identities crumble and diminish. In this encounter, where the women use 

‘bombastic’ language, there is a ‘wake of fire’, and so the patients become meteors 

or falling stars, experiencing a moment of  ‘joy’ before being reduced to ‘nothing’. 

The male patients are in an unusual predicament where the presence of the old 

women cannot draw them back into ‘earth’s orbit’, as it were, but rather the 

presence of the old women further threatens them with ontological dissolution.  

 

At the end of the second stanza and into the third, Webb introduces a pastoral 

conceit; not only are the patients ‘spun out of orbit’ and floating about in the 

galaxy, they are doing so as ‘grazing herds of space’. In this way, Webb absurdly 

entwines a metaphor of outer space with a pastoral metaphor, and in doing so 

illustrates a paradox of the patients’ state. Like cattle, they are grounded and 

confined within the hospital, but like celestial objects, they are unloosed upon 

outer space, drifting about in a lost state of mind.  

 

The grazing herds are all for a foundering 

  Old planet borne in the omnibus of the sun 

  Patchy and coughing in all its wheels and wild 

  About the roof. They watch her blundering 

  While gravity pauses, down to clipped hedges, mown 

  Grasses, ferrying pastries for her child.  

  So this is earth, the worn stockings in this place. 
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  They are chewing and swishing, the startled herds of space. 

  (Webb 323).  

 

Impliedly mute, passive and dehumanised, the patients ‘lift their heads’, ‘chew’ and 

‘swish’, but never engage in speech, rather tolerating the ‘bombast’, ‘repartee’ and 

‘patois’ of the older women. In spite of this nuisance, it is the women who 

maintain the male herds, keeping up the ‘mown grasses’ and the ‘clipped hedges’, 

and the gifts they bear are ‘fodder for the universe’, sowing ‘the last paddock of 

space’. While the patients are constructed as passive livestock, the women are the 

active agents of their growth, filling the ward space with food, laundry and 

conversation. While the women, representatives of earth, bring nourishment and 

comfort, they are also associated with age and decay, being from an ‘old planet’ 

that is ‘patchy and coughing’, and is associated with ‘worn stockings’. In this poem, 

the women from outside the ward are linked to a condition of being worn out and 

ancient, suggesting that the world outside the hospital is archaic and backward. 

This is in spite of the efforts the old women make to instil order in the hospital 

and, figuratively, in outer space, as the ‘mown grasses’ and ‘clipped hedges’ hint at 

an attempt to have an appearance of order and aesthetic beauty, though the 

women and the planet earth they represent are ultimately old and frayed. The 

gentle insistence of the word ‘space’ as the epistrophe in each stanza has a double 

meaning; it refers to outer galaxies and solar systems, but it also refers to a 

condition of emptiness or nothingness. The spacing of the stanza breaks after the 

epistrophes ‘space’ reflects the feeling of suspension, of losing touch with language 

and with the world of the sane. By ending each stanza with this word, Webb hints 

that the women’s efforts are futile, that the men will continue to hurtle out of 

orbit, and in spite of being clustered in agricultural ‘herds’, they will continue to be 

empty. In fact, the final phrase of the third stanza, ‘herds of space’ is somewhat of 

a paradox; it implies that the male patients are collective yet isolated, grounded yet 

afloat. This final phrase summarises Webb’s work with the pastoral and space 

metaphors; that is, he establishes a condition of being that is in constant tension, a 

contradictory state of existence. 

  

In the fourth stanza of ‘The Old Women’, Webb introduces imagery of nuclear 

war to demonstrate the tension between the old women visitors and the male 

patients, and to demonstrate the differences between hospital life and the world 
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outside. The patients are said to have missed the earth’s ‘absurd mimesis of cosmic 

war’, thus aligning the earth, the old women, and the outside world with violent 

conflict and the use of nuclear missiles. The patients are said to have ‘missed’ this 

violence embodied by the old women, thus positioning them as yearning for the 

conflict and activity that is located outside the dull monotony of hospital life. 

 

  They have missed her absurd mimesis of cosmic war; 

  Her rain of trivial shapely missiles; the pimple 

  Of the megaton explosion upon her brow; 

  Her deaths by the spadeful; her dancing orator. 

  Missed the man punchdrunk, grappling with a simple 

  Colour or stone or song that might disavow 

  His midget mother tumbling in metre, displace 

  The ancient entente between earth and space and space. 

  (Webb 323-24). 

 

Though the earth, symbolic of the older women, is represented as archaic (‘patchy 

and coughing’), it is also the relationship between the men and women—space and 

earth—that has an ‘ancient entente’, a long-running harmony or alliance. Webb’s 

repetition of ‘space’ in this line is significant; the entente is not just between ‘earth 

and space’, but between ‘earth and space and space’, with the repetition suggesting 

the infinite expanse of the solar system. The entente that might be displaced is that 

between earth, outer space, and the space between these extremes, which works as 

a metaphor for the threatened harmony between the outside world, the hospital 

ward, and liminal spaces in between. It seems that this ancient alliance is at risk of 

displacement by ‘his midget mother tumbling in metre’, an alliterative line that 

playfully invokes an image of an old woman losing her balance in physical space. 

On another level of meaning, ‘tumbling in metre’ can refer to the metrical unit of 

poetry, Webb’s self-referential acknowledgement that these ladies are subject to 

being thrown about by his written verse. However, such ‘tumblings’ are merely 

speculative, as the patients ‘grapple with the simple / Colour or stone or song that 

might disavow’ her; they would like to disrupt the harmony between the women 

and men, between outside and inside. Marilyn Jacobs argues that this disruption 

amounts to a war between the sexes: ‘The lost interaction between male and female 

serves as a reminder to those who would see this performance as a reflection of life 

but Webb’s choice of imagery suggests a “war” between the sexes and this section 
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of the poem is sustained by the conflict between an appalled response to the “Old 

Women” and his central themes; he must admit their contribution to continued 

life.’ (Jacobs 489). My interpretation is that the war is not so much between the 

men and the women, but between the hospital and the society that they represent, 

and that Webb suggests that any harmony between these two worlds is threatened 

by the language of the female visitors, language that is trivial, incessant, and 

concerned with absurd conflicts. 

  

Another binary that emphasises the division between the world of the patients and 

the world of the visitors is that of light and dark. Although each stanza invokes 

ideas of a vast and dark world, Webb also describes various forms of metaphorical 

light both within and outside of the hospital (‘wake of fire’, ‘megaton explosion’, 

‘omnibus of the sun’). The imagery constructs both the patients and visitors as 

emitting light, but it is the ‘spark’ of the women that in the final stanza, ‘blows 

open the infinite’, stretching the ‘train of time’ and disclosing the patients’ galaxies. 

In other words, the women, as mentally healthy visitors, have access to the 

illumination and ontological security that will shed light on the existential condition 

of the patients. 

 

  Giggling, squinting, with laundry, confectionaries, 

  Old women bear fodder for the universe, add their spark 

  To a train of time that blows open the infinite. 

  It is blackness about them discloses our galaxies. 

  Look on these faces: now look out at the dark:  

  It was always and must be always the stuff of light. 

  The decrepit persistent folly within this place 

  Will sow with itself the last paddock of space.  

  (Webb 324). 

 

Webb uses imagery of light to suggest that the ‘faces’ of the women represent 

knowledge and ontological security, by way of contrast with the patients. In 

reflecting that ‘it is blackness about them that discloses our galaxies’, Webb 

suggests that it is the psychic pain within the ward that supports or exposes the 

light (or knowledge) from outside. In an optimistic end to ‘The Old Women’, 

Webb’s acknowledgement that darkness must be the ‘stuff of light’, foregrounds 

binaries of light and dark, and health and illness, as illusory, that they are composed 
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of the same matter. In this way, Webb ventures that illness and health are not so 

different, and that mental health can only be perceived as such by contrasting it 

with the nature of mental illness.  

 

In the final lines of the poem, Webb contends that the madness or ‘decrepit 

persistent folly in this place’, that which eludes self-knowledge or ontological 

security, is self-perpetuating and self-generating, that it will ‘sow with itself the last 

paddock of space’. Toby Davidson argues that Webb’s ‘Look on these faces’ ‘is a 

triple imperative, directed to the women to look at their loved ones’ faces, to those 

on the inside to look at the faces of the women, and to the readers outside and 

beyond to look at the faces captured in the poem, to look at these hidden, sunken 

faces of love behind the façade of the institution.’ (Davidson 2016: 57). Taking into 

account Davidson’s point, Webb’s directive to ‘Look on these faces’ suggests that 

self-knowledge and existential discovery can be achieved by means of the light that 

falls on the faces of the female visitors, but also through the light that falls on the 

faces of the male patients, and therefore that the illumination offered by the 

women in turn reflects off the men; it has a contagious, proliferative effect.  

 

Wild Honey 

The eighth and final poem in the Ward Two sequence, ‘Wild Honey’, adopts a 

rhyme scheme of abcabcdd, the same pattern employed in ‘The Old Women’. 

However, while the rhymes in ‘The Old Women’ seem to caricature or make light 

of the female visitors, the abcabc rhymes in ‘Wild Honey’ emulate the ebb and flow 

of seasonal change. There is a tone of solemnity in this final poem that allows for 

bittersweet reflection on the condition of the patients, who go beyond the walls of 

the hospital ward to take part in Sports Day:  

 

Saboteur autumn has riddled the pampered folds 

  Of the sun; gum and willow whisper seditious things; 

  Servile leaves now kick and toss in revolution, 

  Wave bunting, die in operatic reds and golds; 

  And we, the drones, fated for the hundred stings, 

  Grope among chilly combs of self-contemplation 

While the sun, on sufferance, from his palanquin 

Offers creation one niggling lukewarm grin.  

  (Webb 324). 
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In this poem, Webb employs imagery of bees and honey to engage with ideas of 

warmth, sweetness and sanity. The first mention of bees is made in the first stanza, 

where the patients are described as ‘drones, fated for the hundred stings’, invoking 

the image of a particular type of bee that does not have stingers, does not gather 

nectar or pollen, and whose primary role is to mate with a fertile queen. In 

comparing the patients to such bees, Webb constructs the patients as passive, 

assailed by various pains or ‘stings’, and redundant in the society of the ward and 

the world. The patient-bees do not hover over combs of honey necessarily, but 

‘chilly combs of self-contemplation’, suggesting that for the patients, life and 

nourishment is made from looking inward towards the self. Symbolising the 

patients as bees that cannot sting or gather honey, but whose only role is to mate, 

sets up the patients as having the sole purpose of sexual desire, whose life revolves 

around longing for the unattainable. In his analysis of ‘Wild Honey’, Toby 

Davidson argues that the extensive honey imagery, along with the biblical 

references, maintains a ‘transcendent reciprocity’ between ‘the erotic and ascetic’: 

‘The erotic inspires a wordless via negative towards ascent and origin, whereas the 

ascetic joins the erotic to the divine eros of return to union at the search’s end.’ 

(Davidson, Christian Mysticism 2013: 148-49). As Davidson suggests, the erotic 

element invokes a longing for God or a higher being and a desire to find the 

source of life—to locate the honey or the queen bee—but this is balanced by the 

ascetic elements in the poem. The patients of Ward Two are involved in a futile 

erotic search and quest—for sexual fulfilment and for the unattainable search for 

sanity—but this quest is frustrated and they are doomed to suffer the ‘hundred 

stings’ and dwell in their ‘chilly combs of self-contemplation’.   

 

In ‘Wild Honey’, these patient-drones emerge into the outdoor world just as the 

sun is being carried away and as the chill of Autumn begins to take its hold. 

Although ‘rain is about’, Webb declares in one plain, hopeful line, ‘We are the 

Spring’, for the first time associating the patients with warmth, life and renewal. 

Ashcroft argues that this line articulates the central concept of the first half of the 

poem, ‘for in the cycle of the seasons is a reflection of the possibilities of harmony 

available to those willing to breach the wall of their own enclosed space.’ (Ashcroft 

1996: 189). In associating the patients with the warmth and renewal of Spring, 
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Webb suggests that they can break out of the loop of depression and despair that 

has been established and explored in the preceding poems: 

 

But today is Sports Day, not a shadow of doubt: 

Scampering at the actual frosty feet 

Of winter, under shavings of the pensioned blue, 

We are the Spring. True, rain is about: 

You mark old diggings along the arterial street 

Of the temples, the stuttering eyeball, the residue 

Of days spent nursing some drugged comatose pain, 

Summer, autumn, winter the single sheet of rain.  

(Webb 324). 

 

Though associated with drones and springtime, themes of life are compromised 

with the image of their faces returning ‘to the one face of the flower / Sodden and 

harried by diehard disconsolate flies.’ The relentless alliteration of the plosive ‘d’ 

consonants in this line emphasises the patients’ harassment and assault by the force 

of winter, a symbol of their psychic distress. The sibilance of the first stanza of 

‘Wild Honey’ is balanced with alliterative ‘d’ consonants in phrases such as ‘die in 

operatic reds and golds’, ‘drones, fated for the hundred stings’, and ‘sodden and 

harried by diehard disconsolate flies’. In combining harsh plosives with quiet 

sibilance, Webb reminds readers that although Autumn brings relief from the heat 

of summer, the new season has its own challenges, and can be associated with pain 

and death. These negative aspects of the season can be read as representing the 

challenges of the patients’ mental states, that they are subject to a ‘hundred stings’ 

and ‘disconsolate flies’, a metaphor for their psychological trials. Indeed, the 

surrounding environment becomes a metaphor for the mentally and physically ill 

body, with ‘diggings along the arterial street / Of the temples’. The final line, 

‘Summer autumn winter the single sheet of rain’, suggests that no matter what the 

season, the patients have been locked in a situation in which they are relentlessly 

oppressed and in which there is little hope for the future. Now, however, the 

patients are the ‘Spring’, and as Ashcroft argues, ‘the profusion of colour and 

texture offered by the seasons signals the visionary’s way back into the world.’ 

(Ashcroft 1996: 188-89). It is hinted that their bodies and minds will no longer be 

at the service of an oppressive winter rain, but that they will start to regain control 

of their arteries, temples, ‘stuttering eyeballs’, starting to move towards recovery.  
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The emptiness and futility of the hospital environment is further explored in the 

increasingly apocalyptic tone of ‘Wild Honey’. With the ‘carting off’ of the sun and 

the onset of Autumn, the patients are exposed to a ‘sudden shower’; rain thus 

returns to remind them of their emotional and mental oppression in the space of 

the ward:  

 

And the sun is carted off; and a sudden shower: 

Lines of lightning patrol the temples of the skies; 

Drum, thunder, silence sing as one this day; 

Our faces return to the one face of the flower 

Sodden and harried by diehard disconsolate flies. 

All seasons are crammed into pockets of the grey. 

Joy, pain, desire, a moment ago set free, 

Sag in pavilions of the grey finality. 

(Webb 325). 

 

The idea that ‘Drum, thunder, silence sing as one this day’ suggests that in this 

seemingly apocalyptic event, sounds of high volume are the same as silence, that all 

sounds (or absence of sounds) are united in their lack of language. The seasonal 

change appears to be connected to the moods and psyches of the patients, with the 

asyndeton ‘Drum, thunder, silence’ connected to another asyndeton, namely the 

‘Joy, pain, desire’. Like bees, the patient-drones’ faces ‘return to the one face of the 

flower’, thus drawn to nature and aesthetic beauty in an environment of severe 

threat and ugliness. The flower is, however, ‘Sodden and harried by diehard 

disconsolate flies’, with the plosive ‘d’ consonance mimicking the image of 

soddenness, of relentless dampness. Towards the end of the stanza, Webb 

imagines, ‘All seasons are crammed into pockets of the grey’, a prevailing image of 

the end of time or the end of the world, where all seasons are rendered equal and 

obsolete. Delmonte argues that Webb’s reintroduction of grey imagery has a 

cathartic function, and that it will gradually be substituted by the ‘golden’ colour of 

the girl’s hair, who is an embodiment of spring. (Delmonte 127). The grey imagery 

has a cathartic function in the sense that it is associated with an emotional release 

brought about by the sudden shower of rain, and emotions such as joy, pain and 

desire ‘sag in pavilions of the grey finality’. Though it has this cathartic function, it 

is also an alarming image of the end of the world, of existential threat and 
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ontological dissolution, and Webb invokes greyness as an ambivalent symbol of 

relief and despair. Ashcroft’s argument that each poem glimpses the ‘danger of the 

self becoming engulfed’ is relevant here, as the seasons and the patients are at 

imminent risk of becoming engulfed by a pervasive greyness. (Ashcroft 1996: 79).  

 

The patient’s stare is grey, and the world descends into a grey condition of doom, 

so that the image of the girl combing her golden hair stands out against this dull, 

monochrome scene. While Webb associates golden imagery—honey, bees, yellow 

hair and spring—with a tone of optimism, greyness becomes a symbol of a state in 

which all life and hope is essentially threatened. In the fourth stanza, a pun on 

‘combing’—connoting both honeycombs and combing of the hair—conjures 

images of ‘golden sweetness trickling’, and associating this life-affirming moment 

with the creation of honey. It is almost as if the girl with the golden hair represents 

the queen bee that the patient-drone seeks to mate with; more than an unattainable 

sexual object, she represents the unattainable condition of sanity: 

 

Under rain, in atrophy, dare I watch this girl 

Combing her hair before the grey broken mirror, 

The golden sweetness trickling? Her eyes show 

Awareness of my grey stare beyond the swirl 

Of golden fronds: it is her due. And terror, 

Rainlike, is all involved in the golden glow, 

Playing diminuendo its dwarfish role 

Between self-conscious fingers of the naked soul.  

(Webb 325). 

 

According to Ashcroft, ‘The “golden sweetness” is like the providence and 

promise of the bees’ storing combs of honey, and the sight of her provides 

sustenance against the debilitating greyness, a reminder to the onlooker of the 

possibilities of his own being that have their power despite the inevitability of 

death.’ (Ashcroft 1996: 190). The golden colour of the girl’s hair and of the honey 

comes to be synonymous with innocence and the renewal of life that comes with 

springtime. Ashcroft argues that the girl combing her hair is a moment of 

‘spontaneous revelation’, and I would add that gold imagery has been consistent in 

the sequence with notions of the sacred, holy, and religious. (Ashcroft 1996: 39). 

For the patients in Ward Two, the grey world counterpoises the innocence and 
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holiness of the girl’s golden hair, and she is arguably an outsider to the hospital, 

free of the drab and grey despair that affects the patients. However, this 

redemptive and pure moment is constructed as diluted by the greyness of the day; 

the ‘golden sweetness’ of the girl’s hair ‘trickles’ and the role of purity and 

innocence becomes dwarfed and diminished in the hospital environment. It 

appears that the ‘grey stare’, the voyeuristic gaze that has been a feature of all of 

the Ward Two poems, creates an effect of ‘rainlike’ terror upon the girl, and thus 

the grey despair of the gazing patient causes the girl’s goldenness to become 

compromised; the misery of the ward is contagious and proliferative.  

 

In the final two stanzas of ‘Wild Honey’, edenic imagery—that which connotes 

both the beginning of time and the end of an idyllic state—foregrounds the 

complex situation of the patients, who are situated at the end of their mental 

wellness but at the beginning of their road to recovery. In this latter part of the 

poem, ‘Fall’ becomes a pun for both the onset of Autumn and the end of summer 

weather, and the metaphorical ‘fall’ of Adam and Eve, a state of moral decline that 

is emulated amongst the patients of the hospital:  

 

Down with the mind a moment, and let Eden 

  Be fullness without the prompted unnatural hunger, 

  Without the doomed shapely ersatz thought: see faith 

  As all such essential gestures, unforbidden, 

  Persisting through Fall and landslip; and see, stranger, 

  The overcoated concierge of death 

  As a toy for her gesture. See her hands like bees 

  Store golden combs among certified hollow trees.  

 

  Have the gates of death scrape open. Shall we meet 

  (Beyond the platoons of rainfall) a loftier hill 

  Hung with such delicate husbandries? Shall ascent 

  Be a travelling homeward, past the blue frosty feet 

  Of winter, past childhood, past the grey snake, the will? 

  Are gestures stars in sacred dishevelment, 

  The tiny, the pitiable, meaningless and rare 

  As a girl beleaguered by rain, and her yellow hair? 

  (Webb 325). 
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The girl with the honey blonde hair renders this space outside the ward to be a 

temporary Eden, free from the perils of the mind (‘Down with the mind a 

moment’) and free from any corrupting influences of sexuality (‘let Eden Be 

fullness without the prompted unnatural hunger’). For Andrew Taylor, ‘Wild 

Honey’ privileges the mental hospital as the sanctuary of innocence, yet this is an 

edenic innocence that is lost with ‘thought’. (Taylor 109). Taylor explains that in 

this poem, ‘Thought – language in the mind, preceding even speech – is “ersatz”, 

literally a substitute.’ (Taylor 109). In other words, thought is a substitute for 

language, and is doomed to compromise the state of edenic innocence presented 

by the girl with the yellow hair. ‘Certified hollow trees’ implies that these patients 

are not just stripped of their own language but that the cold language of psychiatry 

itself is wielded to restrict, compel and sometimes harm or kill them. The poetic 

impulse operates in contrast to this, to humanise rather than analyse sufferers. 

Persisting through ‘Fall and landslip’, the girls hands are like bees, ‘storing golden 

combs among certified hollow trees’, thus bringing hope and innocence to the 

otherwise despairing, empty and certified psychiatric patients. In spite of this 

gesture that brings renewed hope and life, death remains inevitable, and the final 

stanza sees the ‘gates of death scrape open’ and speculates about an ascent, a 

‘travelling homeward’. Yet even the prospect of death is presented as hopeful in 

the final lines, as it involves moving beyond ‘platoons of rainfall’ and the ‘grey 

snake’, and thus the image of the girl combing her hair in the rain becomes a 

gesture of ‘sacred dishevelment’, an omen of purity and goodness in an oppressive 

and debilitating environment.   

 

Conclusion 

Webb’s Ward Two sequence is full of ambiguities, paradoxes, and contradictions. 

The sequence envisions a psychiatric ward and its characters contained by a wall 

that is both protective and confining, which attempts to keep out voices of insanity 

but which also suspends the identities of its inhabitants within. The wall symbolises 

a barrier between the healthy and the mentally ill, and although Webb’s poetic 

language creates this wall, the compassionate empathy of his poetic language also 

seeks to erode and diminish such barriers. Another source of tension in the 

sequence is in Webb’s sophisticated mixing of metaphors; in some poems he 
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combines religious and military imagery to illustrate that the patients are stripped 

of their identities in their loss of language, yet this process also allows them to 

attain a deep sense of virtue and holiness. Elsewhere, Webb mixes metaphors of 

the pastoral and of outer space to show that though the patients are physically 

bound to the ward, they are mentally adrift and lost. Light paradoxically gives life 

and ontological security, but can be equally destructive and can diminish or fade 

the patients’ identities. Aside from metaphor, the lyric form contributes to ideas 

about mental illness and its effect on the poetic subject. Couplets emulate the 

theme of united opposites, and suggest that conflict can evolve to a deeper stage of 

harmony, insight or understanding. At other times, the rhyming patterns ‘spill’ over 

into subsequent lines and stanzas, creating a sensation of fullness and excess, 

reminiscent of the patients’ language which is abundant, yet ultimately unheard. 

Webb portrays the language of the patients as futile and unrecognised, but suggests 

that the language of the poem itself has the power to achieve meaning, order and 

insight. The poetic form also adopts at times a sonnet-like structure, where sound 

effects such as rhyme build and accumulate, emulating the idea that mental illness 

is a proliferative and contagious virus. For the patients, a relationship with 

language also involves a relationship with the Christian Word, in which the subject 

is transfigured to one who is both life-affirming yet simultaneously strives for a 

condition of non-existence. The patients’ relationship with language—which is 

different to that of normative speakers—renders them holy and pure, but the 

language of the outside world—beyond the ward—has the potential to corrupt 

them and imprison their consciousness. Paradoxically, language is a way in which 

the patients can find meaning and reconstruct their fragmented worlds, but it is 

also a means by which the subject is made to feel disorientated and detached from 

society. In all, language is represented in the poems as the means by which patients 

are judged, mistreated, and to some extent corrupted, yet the poetic language of 

Ward Two proves that words are ultimately a means of achieving holiness, virtue, 

and transcendence.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

‘Psyches singing slaves’: Bruce Beaver and the Linguistic Nature 

of Mental Illness 

 

Introduction 

Bruce Beaver’s love of poetry came to the fore at around the same time as he 

began to display manic-depressive, or bipolar, tendencies. Beaver (1928-2004) had 

an unhappy childhood and adolescence in the Sydney suburb of Manly, where he 

struggled with family conflicts and his father’s alcoholism. (Plunkett 2004: 23). 

From the age of seventeen, he began to suffer from episodes of mental illness, 

made a number of suicide attempts, and was hospitalised at Prince Alfred Hospital, 

where he underwent shock therapy. (Plunkett 2004: 23). It was also at the age of 

seventeen when Beaver wrote his first poem, a response to the bombing of 

Hiroshima. He was later institutionalised at Broughton Hall in Rozelle, which was 

next to the more famous psychiatric hospital Callan Park. Felicity Plunkett notes 

that during these periods of hospitalisation, ‘Beaver came to embrace poetry, 

identifying with lonely figures such as Australian poet Christopher Brennan’s 

protagonist in The Wanderer … and relishing work by the Imagists, the Georgians, 

and modernists such as W.H. Auden.’ (Plunkett 2004: 23). For Beaver, poetry was 

a meaningful and life-affirming pursuit; ‘Breakthroughs’ in As It Was (1979), his 

autobiographical collection about his childhood and adolescence, describes a 

decision to accept willingly a ‘life sentence in the quarry of words.’ (Plunkett 2004: 

23). 

 

In the 1960s, Beaver began publishing collections of his poetry, with his first book 

Under the Bridge coming out in 1961, Seawall and Shoreline in 1964, and Open at 

Random in 1967. He worked in various occupations including as a labourer, 

travelled in New South Wales and New Zealand, married his wife Brenda Beaver, 

and returned to Manly to live and write for most of his life. In 1966, after a stay in 

a mental hospital and after being put on a heavy regimen of medication, Beaver 

thought he was going to turn into a ‘vegetable’, and so for seven weeks he wrote a 

poem a day, believing that he was not going to be able to continue on living. 

(Krausmann 29). He then ‘chipped and hacked away at these for another seven 

months—forgetting in the process that I wasn’t turning into a vegetable, and yet 
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quite obsessed with the idea of stating as plainly as I could to the not impossible 

reader who is a live poet in his or her own sense’. (Shapcott 1976: 44). The result 

of this bout of writing was the seminal Australian collection Letters to Live Poets 

(1969), a selection of thirty-four verse letters that describes the process of finding 

oneself after this experience of illness and institutionalisation. Beate Josephi argues 

that these thirty-four letters are attempts of the poet to prove to himself that the 

‘living word’ and ‘creative mind’ will always exist, even surviving the deaths of 

poets such as Frank O’Hara, to whom the first letter-poem is addressed. (Josephi 

1978: 65). In addition to asserting the relevance of poetry in spite of tragic deaths, 

Letters to Live Poets also aims to assert the relevance of the ‘living word’ in a time in 

which the Vietnam War was taking place, and Beaver strongly opposed Australia’s 

involvement in it. Josephi points out that for Beaver, the Vietnam War added ‘one 

further senselessness to the absurdity of this world.’ (Josephi 1979: 56). For 

Beaver, poetry was a way of making sense of and ordering the chaos of inner and 

outer worlds. The poems I will analyse from Letters to Live Poets, namely Letters 

‘XXVI’, ‘XII’, ‘XIII’, ‘XV’, ‘XXV’, and ‘XXVII’, each touch on the theme of 

coping with and surviving psychiatric distress, whilst also exploring the relationship 

between such illnesses and the world of poetry, writing, and poetic language. In 

conducting a close analysis of this selection of poems, I argue that language fulfils 

not only a pacifying function in relation to psychiatric distress, but that severe 

psychic states are imagined in these texts as having an intrinsic connection to 

language, to the spoken and written word.  

 

This principle of ordering experience through poetic language was a consistent 

characteristic of the poems of Australia’s ‘Generation of ‘68’, a term coined in John 

Tranter’s The New Australian Poetry and within which Beaver was considered a 

leading figure. John McLaren elaborates that the new poets ‘struggled to produce 

in their work an order that would resolve the contradictions between human 

creativity and destruction.’ (McLaren 183). This challenge—of shaping and 

ordering experience in words in a way that takes into account both human 

creativity and destruction—is one that Beaver consistently tackles in Letters to Live 

Poets. Considering the role of poetry and language in a world of mental illness, 

Beaver presents poetic language as by turns enabling and destructive. In oscillating 

between these extremes, the New Australian Poets often treated words, according 
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to Tranter, as having ‘a reality more solid and intense than the world of objects and 

sense-perception’. (Tranter 1980: xxiv-xxv). For Tranter, ‘[t]his brings us back to 

the modernist conception of the poet as a creative artist constructing fictions out 

of his or her experience in a world qualified by language.’ (Tranter xxv) In Beaver’s 

Letters to Live Poets, this relationship between reality, words and the world is a 

complex one that he explores but, finally, cannot resolve. The relationship is one 

that has been discussed through the lens of literary modernism, a movement that 

produces poetry that aims to render ‘experienced reality as an expression of 

subjectivity’, where the poetic work becomes, in Wallace Stevens’ words, the ‘poem 

of the act of the mind’. (McLaren 184). Tranter further explains that this is one of 

the central tenets of modernism, ‘that the mental landscape can be displayed as 

being more variable, complex and humanly meaningful than the external, because 

it includes the “real world” as one of its many attributes.’ (Tranter xxv). In 

invoking this central tenet of modernism, and privileging subjective experience in 

his evocation of reality, Beaver presents psychiatric illness as a state in which words 

are often more ‘real’ and tangible than objects.  

 

Of Letters to Live Poets, Beate Josephi argues that these thirty-four verse letters are 

‘intended without question to point to the author himself’, and many critics, 

including Josephi and Geoffrey Lehmann, have argued that Letters is the first 

instance of confessional poetry in Australia. (Josephi 1978: 65; Josephi 1979: 55; 

Plunkett 2004: 24). Poet and psychiatrist Craig Powell noted that all of Beaver’s 

previous poetry was ‘deliberately non-confessional’, so it comes ‘as something of a 

jolt to read’ Letters to Live Poets. (Powell 1968: 15). Josephi observes that Letters was 

the first book to follow the example of American poets rather than British poets, 

arguing that in contrast to the poetry of Robert Lowell, Beaver’s poems are not a 

cauterization but an exhibition of private material and emotion. (Josephi 1979: 56). 

Other critics, however, such as John and Rose Marie Beston, argue that Beaver 

only ‘skirts the edges of the confessional school’, with his confessional impulses 

disappearing ‘as his sense of selfhood grows stronger’. (Beston and Beston 218). 

Even Beaver himself said, in conversation with John Tranter, ‘I didn’t regard 

myself as a confessional poet, I just wrote about people, and about my attitude to 

them and their attitude to me.’ (Tranter 2003: 41). For the purposes of this chapter, 

Beaver’s categorisation as a confessional poet is most relevant in the way it affects 
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the epistolary form of the poetry, and the second person address that this form 

necessitates. In an article comparing Beaver’s poetry to that of the famous 

confessional poet Sylvia Plath, Tegan Schetrumpf argues that the confessional poet 

engages the reader with lyric address, immersing them in the trauma of the poet’s 

personal experience and helping them ‘identify and confront personal and global 

sources of human suffering’. (Schetrumpf 118). It is this personal mode, the 

epistolary form’s intimate address from poet-speaker to reader, which heightens 

the confessional aspect of the poetry and reinforces the place of Letters as the first 

truly confessional poetry collection in Australia.   

 

On this point of epistolary address, Beaver’s Letters began as an elegiac address to 

an American poet, the late Frank O’Hara, and Beaver said it ‘continued as a series 

of journal letters to actual and imaginary friends’. (Stasko 1999: 394). Beaver 

thought of each poem as a kind of ‘intimate one-way dialogue between myself and 

a not-impossible creative reader, a live poet in his or her own sense’. (Stasko 1999: 

402). Scholars of Beaver’s work have made various arguments in relation to the 

epistolary quality in Letters to Live Poets. For instance, Thomas Shapcott argued that 

in choosing the verse epistle Beaver ‘bypassed the conventional approach of a 

decorously irreverent tone, and introduced his own distinctly personal voice’, a 

voice that was ‘anti-lyrical, flexible and capable of moving from anger to evocation 

swiftly and effectively’. (Shapcott 2004: 254-55). For Beate Josephi, Beaver used 

the epistolary form ‘to fight an almost overpowering sense of futility’; in other 

words, it is by addressing others that Beaver’s speaker seeks and achieves a sense 

of human connection, of not being entirely alone in his anger and despair. (Josephi 

1979: 55). Josephi also argues that Beaver’s letters are a way of clinging to live and 

dead poets ‘as an anchor for his existence’, suggesting that the mode of addressing 

readers allows the poet-speaker to feel more real, more ontologically secure. 

(Josephi 1979: 60). On the other hand, Tegan Schetrumpf suggests that Beaver 

uses dialogue to address himself, conducting conversations between his dual 

psychological selves, thereby allowing the lyric address to reference his bipolarism. 

(Schetrumpf 119). By contrast, Robert Savage argues that the form of the open 

letter is of all literary genres the most politically charged, contending that it ‘makes 

possible an embryonic politics through tempering the poet’s misanthropic, 

hermetic and self-destructive tendencies.’ (Savage n.p.). In other words, for Savage 
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the epistolary form hinders the tendency of the poetry to be inward-turning, 

confessional and solipsistic, rather allowing it to look outward to others, whether 

they be imagined or actual readers.  

 

As with the epistolary form, the distinctive lyric subject or self in Beaver’s poetry 

has attracted much critical commentary, too. Martin Duwell remarks that Beaver’s 

poems present the speaking self as a ‘coalition of forces always at the point of 

turning on each other and beginning a civil war’. (Duwell 28-29). In a similar vein, 

Robert Savage argues that Beaver’s subject is marked by ‘undisguised solipsism’, 

and that ‘Reading him, one feels one is reading him, unprotected by literary 

personae and stripped of objectivist pretensions.’ (Savage n.p.). Savage also 

suggests that the epistolary form tempers the subject’s lapse into solipsism: 

‘Reminded of its reliance upon the not-I, the ego steps back from its self-sundering 

into schizophrenia, as well as its delusional absolutisation.’ (Savage n.p.). At the 

time of the publication of Letters to Live Poets, critics responded in contrasting ways 

to this unflinching and direct access to the innermost thoughts and feelings of the 

lyric subject. Writing in Meanjin, John M. Wright said that Letters was ‘almost 

obsessive in its sense of self and … therefore seldom able to get far beyond a more 

or less agonising consciousness focusing on itself.’ (qtd. in Plunkett 2004: 25). By 

way of contrast, R.D. Fitzgerald saw the centrality of self as a strength, saying that 

Letters showed ‘an innate ability to see very intently whatever is straight in front of 

him.’ (qtd. in Plunkett 2004: 25). Taking into account these arguments about the 

relevance of subject and self in Beaver’s poetry, I will be focusing in this chapter 

on the lyric subject and his relationship with poetry and language, paying close 

attention to the way in which Beaver’s poetry presents language as intimately 

connected to the subject’s psychic pain. But language in Beaver’s work is not 

merely palliative or redemptive, it embodies the substance of psychic distress. In 

Beaver’s poems, that extreme psychic states—both elation and despair—are 

presented as linguistic, that they are caused by language and are composed of 

language.  
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XXVI 

‘XXVI’ from Beaver’s Letters is described, amongst others in the collection, as a 

‘thin poem’, perhaps because it reads as a straightforward narrative that is light on 

lyrical qualities and figurative language. (Beston and Beston 216). In spite of this, it 

is the one poem in the book that deals most directly with the nuances of mental 

illness, with its expression of bizarre delusions and intermittent phases of lucidity. 

‘XXVI’ locates the speaker in a mental health ward, recovering from cyclothymic 

moods and ‘assaults on the mind’, where he meets a science undergraduate with 

whom he has a tense and ambivalent relationship. In the second stanza, Beaver 

retrospectively recalls the sensation of seeing a flying saucer in the sky, and his 

poetic language releases an epiphanic moment of ecstasy; he believes that aliens 

have come to save them. The final stanza recounts the science undergraduate and 

his rational, calculated view of the world, and Beaver realises that the ‘flying saucer’ 

is actually a ‘far off sun-touched flight of pigeons’. In this poem, a series of poetic 

strategies develop and express this revelatory moment, complicating the Romantic 

or modern epiphany in order to hold readers in a state of ambivalent emotion or 

‘negative capability’ by the poem’s end. Moreover, in oscillating between poles of 

fantasy and reason, between the expansive possibilities of poetry and the more 

rational realm of science, Beaver suggests that the state of madness is best evoked 

by the art of poetry. Following Keats, poetry is shown to be capable of being in 

doubts and uncertainties without irritable reaching after fact or reason. The 

particular dramatic arc of this poem, building up to an apparently false epiphany 

and then oscillating between elation and sobriety, conveys the ambivalent and 

vacillating state of psychosis, suggesting that such mental states are as tenuous and 

changeable as the poetic medium: 

  In B Ward, recuperating from the assaults of the mind, 

cyclothymic, non-certifiable, 

I read modern Greek poets in translation, 

their Mediterranean lapping my winter shores. 

The science undergraduate with cold eyes 

  told me I was probably the ‘institutional type’, 

  that I liked it there. This was bad in his books 

  I could see. He found my opinions on weather, 

  sex and politics ridiculous. He never 

  once stopped eating fruit and sweets, offering none. 
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  I’d had a gutful of his condescending 

  censure when one afternoon 

  I found him weeping under his father’s gaze, 

  begging without a word to be embraced 

  and assured of loving kindness. The old bastard 

  of a ramrod shaking his shaggy head, 

  muttering ‘Control yourself’, embarrassed. 

  I could have hit him with a bowl of oranges. 

  Soon after this the undergraduate  

  was moved to another ward. I didn’t miss him. 

  (Beaver 1969: 51). 

 

This first stanza of ‘XXVI’ recalls in past tense the experience of recovering from 

mental illness in a hospital ward, figuring poetry as a reassuring and cathartic 

presence for the speaker at this time. He reads ‘modern Greek poets in translation, 

/ their Mediterranean lapping my winter shores’, an image that associates poetry 

with a warming, beneficent source that is rhythmical and constant as the ocean’s 

tide. In contrast to this influence, the speaker also comes across an antagonistic 

science undergraduate who resists the poet’s opinions on ‘weather, / sex and 

politics’, and the speaker’s patience wears thin. The speaker’s emotional state is 

complicated, however, when he sees an altercation between the science student 

and his father, where the ‘old bastard’ mutters, ‘Control yourself’. The speaker 

humorously notes that he could have hit the father with ‘a bowl of oranges’, one of 

the symbols of the speaker’s resentment to the student (‘he never / once stopped 

eating fruit and sweets, offering none.’) Yet when the student is moved to another 

ward, Beaver’s speaker does not miss him, reinforcing this state of ambivalence.  

 

It is in the context of this ambivalent emotional state that the speaker’s apparent 

epiphany emerges. Epiphanies have been a venerable technique or occurrence in 

literature, and such moments of revelation have been described in different terms. 

For the Romantic poets, epiphany was something connected with the divine, an 

experience intense and mysterious that is expansive in meaning and significance. In 

his Prelude, Wordsworth articulated this phenomenon as ‘spots in time’. Epiphanies 

were also used in the twentieth century in James Joyce’s fiction, but at this time 

alternative expressions arose, such as the ‘the modern sublime’. For Ezra Pound, 
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such moments emerge when a ‘thing outward and objective becomes inward and 

subjective’, a process that came to be identified with the Imagist movement. These 

ways of explaining the epiphanic moment are all relevant to Beaver’s speaker’s 

sudden recognition of a flying saucer in the sky outside of the hospital ward. As 

the moment is recalled retrospectively, however, the epiphany does not reside in 

the mind of the reader or the speaking persona, but rather the epiphany belongs to 

the poem. It is the poetic language that engages emotions of ecstasy and relief, and 

then goes on to balance this with sober, even melancholy expressions of feeling: 

  One morning early, about seven, the sun rising 

  (it was midwinter and fine weather), 

  I looked out from the ward window 

  over the stacked roofs and the misty 

  air, up into the height of sky and saw 

  what appeared to be a flying saucer. 

  It glittered and manoeuvred in a soundless 

  flight. It rose and fell and doubled back 

  upon its tracks, veering to right and left. 

  I whispered my wonderment to myself 

  and felt my heart exulting. 

  I sat up and let my bare feet hang  

  happily over the side of the bed. 

  I felt like jumping up and down 

  in front of the slowly waking wards, 

  shouting ‘They’ve come! They’ve come at last!’ 

  (Beaver 51). 

 

While the tone of the first stanza is one of ambivalent melancholy, the apparent 

epiphanic moment in the following stanza comes into focus slowly. Beaver’s 

description of the scene is almost cinematic, as he relates what he sees across the 

landscape and up into the sky. The saucer ‘glittered and manoeuvred in soundless 

flight’, and the choice of the word ‘glittered’ conveys not only the exuberance and 

excitement associated with the flashes of light, but it also suggests a reflective 

surface, an illusion rather than direct perception of an object. The appearance of 

the saucer causes the speaker to whisper ‘wonderment’ to himself as he feels his 

‘heart exulting’, showing that this intense, mysterious moment has deep 

significance to the point at which it impacts on his mind and body. It is almost as if 
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the vision of the saucer causes the speaker to feel more alive, wondering at the 

condition of the world. For Beaver’s speaker, the moment of significance, however 

delusional, creates a mental and physical reaction to the wonder of being alive.  

 

Writing of Tennyson’s epiphanies, Ashton Nichols argues, ‘Tennyson reveals that 

the poem records a change not in the world, but in his own state of mind. For 

Tennyson, words could not describe “that which (he) became.”’ (Nichols 1986: 

143). In Beaver’s case, the poetic language of Letter ‘XXVI’ manoeuvres through 

alternating states of mind, with mood shifts corresponding to the speaker’s 

changing, mutable identity. As the apparent epiphany emerges, the speaker re-

evaluates his identity as being part of something more sublime and significant. 

Robert Langbaum comments, ‘Involved in all epiphanies is both discovery and the 

shock of recognition—recognition of the self in the external world’, which is 

apposite to Beaver’s poem, as his speaker suddenly ‘recognises’ his important role 

in the wider universe. (Langbaum 1983: 354). However, the appearance of the 

epiphany is couched in qualified terms and in the past tense (‘what appeared to be’, 

‘I felt like’), meaning that the speaker has a double consciousness where he 

recognises both the feeling of exultation, yet on another level is aware that the 

flying saucer is mere hallucination. Couching the delight in this sober, retrospective 

sense, readers too have the knowledge that the epiphany is not a genuine one, and 

the past tense combined with the emotive language emulates the oscillation 

between rapturous ecstasy and an awareness of the quotidian reality.  

 

In the work of Romantic poets, epiphanies were often a spiritual or divine 

moment, but for modern writers the epiphany is more likely to be expressed as a 

secular experience. Christopher R. Miller notes, ‘In its theological sense, the word 

“epiphany” denotes a manifestation of the divine, but in its broader modernist 

inflection (particularly as formulated by James Joyce in Stephen Hero) it involves an 

intimation of deep significance within the mundane.’ (Miller 410). Although 

Beaver’s epiphany in ‘XXVI’ shows no trace of spiritual or divine revelation, there 

are correspondences between his moment of personal revelation and epiphanies 

that are associated with religious significance. Northrop Frye sees epiphanies as 
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important to modern literature because they produce an ‘association between the 

random and the oracular’, which is relevant to Beaver’s poem because his sighting 

of the UFO brings about an association between a higher order species who 

watches over the patients (as an oracular being), and the random, quotidian 

appearance of a flock of pigeons. (Frye 158). The exclamation, ‘They’ve come at 

last!’ suggests that the Venusians have been anticipated, and that they will bring 

some form of salvation; although this is a secular epiphany, there are some 

resonances with the Christian anticipation of the second coming of Christ. The 

epiphany does not merely position the UFO as a Christ-like symbol, but it even 

suggests that the speaker himself has prophetic, divine powers. The speaker 

suddenly recognises, in a tone of grandiosity:  

  I understood the cargo cult now. 

  I was a one-man committee of welcome, 

  a genuine crazed recuperant earthling. 

  I wanted a ride in the saucer, to communicate 

  resourcefully with the calm-eyed 

  Venusians. But as I watched 

  I recalled the undergraduate. 

  I remembered there were such things as 

  birds, that flights of birds rose, 

  fell and doubled back upon themselves, 

  their wings flashing and glittering in dawn light. 

  And as I remembered I watched the UFO 

  become a far off sun-touched flight of pigeons. 

  I was glad then that I’d kept it all  

  to myself. But another part of me 

  still went leaping from ward to ward 

  crying ‘They’ve come! They’ve come! 

  They’re here at last!’ 

  (Beaver 52). 

 

In these lines, the alliterative ‘c’ sounds create a pleasurable repetition that 

approximates the speaker’s joy in being chosen, of being the one person who can 

welcome the aliens and communicate with them. For the reader, the alliteration is 

almost comical, coinciding with the moment when the reader (and poet) has 

insight that the speaker is not truly viewing a flying saucer in the sky. The poetic 
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register heightens as the speaker’s perception of himself changes and evolves; the 

more important he is to the aliens and to himself, the more sonically patterned the 

language becomes. It is almost as if Beaver is aligning the more self-consciously 

‘poetic’ literary techniques with the speaker’s enhanced sense of his role in the 

world, or even the universe. The significance of this is that it further reinforces the 

association of poetry—and poetic modes of understanding—with states of 

madness, in which the state of the world does not make logical or rational sense.  

 

Beaver creates vacillations not only in the poetic register, but also between moods 

of seriousness and light-hearted humour, sobriety and play, and sadness and 

ecstasy. For James Roy King, who writes about the epiphanic moment in Keats’s 

‘On Seeing the Elgin Marbles for the First Time’, the reader’s first impression is 

one of ‘vague depression’, followed by a ‘serious confrontation’ or ‘tragic 

disjunction’; the speaker’s realisation that one day he will die. (King 13). In 

Beaver’s ‘XXVI’ too, the reader’s first impression in the first stanza is one of 

depression or melancholy, but in this case the confrontation or disjunction is not 

one of mortality but one of salvation, and the rapturous feeling potentially hints at 

immortality, or at least a moment of great strength and hope. Discussing these 

moments of surprised joy in Wordsworth’s poems, Christopher R. Miller writes, 

‘The experience of being “surprised by joy” is akin to Miltonic surprise: it feels like 

an external force, it catches the subject unaware, it comes as if for the first time, 

and it indicates a kind of fall.’ (Miller 426). Miller explains that surprise shows that 

up until that moment, Wordsworth has been portraying a state of grief or 

despondency, and this contrast is present in Beaver’s ‘XXVI’ as well. For Beaver, 

the epiphany or surprise is not only the joy of seeing the flying saucer, but it is the 

surprise of being able to experience joy, even when in a psychiatric ward. 

 

The epiphany in this poem is unravelled in language that is not densely figurative 

or ‘poetic’, but which reads rather as a lyric drama or dramatic monologue. Though 

‘XXVI’, like all poems in Letters, is intended to be read as an epistle, this poem has 

the tone of a private confession, as if from a stage to an audience. The poem is an 

episode, a story, and throughout it Beaver adeptly balances dramatic and lyric 



	  92	  

elements. The dramatic monologue, at least in the way Robert Browning employs 

the form, shares with the epiphany the fact that it ‘involves a sudden concentration 

of intense significance in the details of an otherwise ordinary experience.’ (Nichols 

1987: 108). Ashton Nichols’s argument, that Browning’s poetic impulse is dramatic 

rather than lyrical, has resonances with Beaver’s ‘XXVI’:   

The epiphanic imagination demands the dramatic progression from a period of normal 

perception through the heightened perception that leads to the unexpected culmination of 

epiphany to the less emotional, more intellectual, attempt to interpret the significance of the 

powerful feeling. Browning’s monologues successfully combine narrative and dramatic elements 

with the emotional intensity of the lyric. The result is a uniquely modern poem which, while 

breaking down the barriers of traditional poetic genres, also prefigures the narrative techniques 

that become central to the short stories and novels of the twentieth century. Epiphany begins as a 

way of ordering experience and becomes a way of organizing narrative structures. (Nichols 1987: 

117). 

Like Browning’s dramatic poems, Beaver’s ‘XXVI’ progresses dramatically from a 

‘period of normal perception through the heightened perception that leads to the 

unexpected culmination of epiphany.’ (Nichols 1987: 117). If we were to imagine a 

narrative arc for this poem, it would slowly build and increase in the first stanza, 

peak in the second stanza with the apparent epiphany of spotting the UFO, 

diminish in the third stanza with the realisation that it is a flock of birds, and finally 

oscillate at the resolution between staying with the epiphany and soberly 

recognising the reality of the situation. Beaver’s ‘XXVI’ has the peaks and troughs 

of a narrative but ends with the poetic atmosphere of negative capability, the 

quality of being in doubts and uncertainties without reaching after fact or reason. 

Like Browning’s monologues, Beaver’s ‘XXVI’ combines narrative and dramatic 

elements with poetic intensity. Alternatively, it is possible to read the ambivalent 

state of negative capability as the repeated moment, the moment that builds 

dramatic impact. For instance, the repeated moment of ambivalence or negative 

capability include moments where he realises he can both love and hate the science 

undergraduate, and when he realises he can believe in the flying saucer whilst 

simultaneously knowing that it is a flock of birds. In turn, these dramatic moments 

correspond to parts in the poem where the subject’s identity is fragmented, torn 

between identifying as an all-important ally of the visiting Venusians and between 

realising that he is a patient in a psychiatric ward.  
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As well as creating dramatic impact, Beaver’s ‘XXVI’ is the result of a mundane 

experience that is replete with significance, and then organised into the creative act 

of a poem, which then elicits infinite meanings. The delusion of the flying saucer is 

as inventive as the poem itself; both are grounded in perceptual phenomena (the 

image of the UFO, or the sight of the words on the page.) For readers, an 

experience that might otherwise be disordered or patternless is organised and 

ordered by language and structure of the poem, just as the experience of seeing a 

flock of birds is organised by the speaker to be the experience of alien visitors. The 

speaker’s sight of the flock of birds, which comes to represent a flying saucer, is 

crystallised in a poetic text, in which readers can further expand the moment’s 

meaning and significance. The person in ‘XXVI’ is experiencing ‘assaults of the 

mind’, dealing with a world that is increasingly uncertain and fragmented. By 

sublimating these feelings and thoughts into poetic language, Beaver begins to 

resolve his ambivalent emotions toward the undergraduate, and the oscillating 

meaning made from the flight of birds. In Beaver’s ‘XXVI’, the irony is that the 

meaning or sense made from the vision of birds—that is, the idea of the flying 

saucer—is inherently irrational, even nonsensical. It is through the poetic medium 

that Beaver takes readers from a perceptual vision (the birds), to a delusional 

epiphany (the UFO), to an acceptance that both of these can exist in the mind at 

once. Beaver uses the poetic form to reject the reasoned, scientific thinking 

exemplified by the undergraduate, showing instead that poetry has the capacity to 

encapsulate opposing and even contradictory modes of thought.  

 

XII 

While Letter ‘XXVI’ explores life inside the mise-en-scene of the psychiatric ward, 

Letter ‘XII’ observes life on its periphery, exploring the lyric subject’s transition 

from good to ill health. Letter ‘XII’ is the first in Letters to Live Poets to directly 

confront the subject of mental disturbance; bookending the poem are insights into 

Beaver’s illness, and in the middle, a snapshot of his former perceptions of social 

outcasts and the mentally ill. The poem is modernist in style, drawing upon 

intertextual fragments of art, such as a quote from Dylan Thomas, artwork by 
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William Blake, characters from Wu Cheng’en’s novel Journey to the West, and lyrics 

from Robert Browning’s poem Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came. Invoking these 

texts in Letter ‘XII’, I argue that Beaver creates a lyric subject whose existence and 

identity is highly dependent on texts that have gone before, as poetry emerges as 

an entity that is interwoven with his psychic pain:  

Three anti-depressants and one diuretic a day 

Seven and five times a week respectively 

Save me from the pit. 

I pray while I’m taking them and in between doses 

Because, as Dylan Thomas says, I have seen the gates of hell. 

Once I drew back in distaste from the metho drinker 

And his bleary lady friend – you’ve seen them 

weaving a way through non-existent traffic. 

He, swollen faced, with a backside kicked in 

By what the tougher call life. She, 

the terrible veteran doll of Pantagruel’s nursery. 

Let them pass into the peaceful holocaust. 

In Rushcutter’s park they congregated over bottles. 

Walking, we avoided them as mined ground, 

fearful of their implosions bloodying the day. 

Later I fell so far into self-sickness 

I envied them. My thoughts 

haunted their submerged wreckage like a squid. 

At their groaning subsidence I retreated 

Into a pall of ink. 

 Whatever I tell you, 

you have heard before. 

(Beaver 29). 

 

In addition to Dylan Thomas’s quote, ‘I have seen the gates of hell’—which refers 

to Thomas and Beaver’s common psychological struggles—Beaver compares the 

‘bleary lady friend’ of the metho-drinking park-goer to ‘the terrible veteran doll of 

Pantagruel’s nursery’, an allusion to Francois Rabelais’ The Life of Gargantua and 

Pantagruel. In comparing the lady friend to this doll, Beaver invokes the Rabelaisian 

world of comic grotesquery. However, in Letter ‘XII’ there is no hint of comedy, 

and the drinkers in the park appear pitifully addled and disturbed. In describing the 

woman as the ‘terrible veteran doll’, Beaver associates his former perception of the 



	   95	  

mentally ill with the unhuman and the monstrous. However, Beaver notes, ‘Later I 

fell so far into self-sickness / I envied them’. The key word in the poem is perhaps 

the ‘later’ in this sentence because it evokes a doubled consciousness. The simple 

disdain of the early lines is directed at these two abject figures, and the poem’s 

persona stands safely with the ‘we’ who stands aside and pities. But this gives way 

when the poem suddenly opens up to a second state where derision is replaced 

with a perverse envy. Now (i.e. ‘later’), the seeming oblivion of the staggering 

addicts becomes wholly preferable to the agonised purgatory that the speaker 

inhabits. He describes remembering them as an act of haunting ‘their submerged 

wreckage like a squid’, aligning his own persona with that which is unhuman. 

Jeffrey Poacher considers the poet’s squid-like retreat into a ‘pall of ink’ to be a 

reference to writing itself, a withdrawal into the text:  

And so, by a curious inversion that depends on an ability to stand outside himself (or his selves), 

it is not the metho drinkers but Beaver’s thoughts that do the haunting here. The poet’s mind is 

what becomes monstrous and squid-like, ultimately disguised by the ink that is essential to its art. 

(Poacher 292). 

In retreating into this cloud or ‘pall’ of ink, Beaver describes how he was drawn to 

writing poetry to make sense of the madness of the park-goers, and the developing 

madness within himself. As he becomes less human, he also becomes subsumed 

within the ink ‘that is essential to its art’, his identity fading as he becomes a literary 

and textual subject. Alternatively, the speaker could be read as finding himself in 

this moment, finding his poetic voice in representing the madness in the world 

around him. The line, ‘Whatever I have told you, / you have heard before’, hints at 

the intertextual echoes between this letter poem and the writings of those who 

have gone before, such as Browning, Thomas and Wu Cheng’en. Through these 

intertextual allusions, the lyric speaker is constructed as retreating into text and 

losing his identity, yet simultaneously finding his identity through poetry and his 

poetic voice.  

 

In the second half of the poem, Beaver alludes to Swift, who wrote ‘A Tritical 

Essay upon the Faculties of the Mind’, yet went insane himself in his final years:  
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I remembered Swift’s 

fascination with the insane. I whistled 

Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came 

Outside the grimy walls of Callan Park. 

Inside—il miglior fabbro—the best of us all 

Chewing bloody knuckles, wept dry, 

Daft as a headless chicken circling in the dust. 

Where are prayers said for him and the parkside horrors? 

Some prayed for us, I know. I’m still here 

partially, trying to live detachedly. 

Is it only the exceptional ones, the broken battlers, 

Shred me into uselessness? Does it mean 

  I’d pick and choose in hell? Discriminative? 

  Like a dog in rut—no, 

  self-abasement’s out. So is complacency. 

  I’m never likely to forget 

  the day I walked on hands and knees 

  like Blake’s Nebuchadnezzar, scenting the pit. 

  So it’s one day at a time spent checking 

  the menagerie of self; seeing 

  the two-headed man has half as much 

  of twice of everything; curbing the tiger; 

  sunning the snake; taking stock of  

  Monkey, Piggsy, Sandy’s belt of skulls. 

  (Beaver 29-30). 

 

In commenting, ‘I remembered Swift’s / Fascination with the insane’, Beaver is 

drily reminding himself that those who observe and take interest in the mentally 

ill—like he did with those in the park—can be susceptible to illness themselves. 

Further to this, the reference to Swift is another reference to textuality, and so the 

lyric speaker’s identity—and vulnerability to madness—is shaped by this reference 

to Swift, this palimpsestic layering of text. Beaver then proceeds with his final 

allusion: ‘I whistled / Childe Roland to the Dark Tower Came / Outside the grimy 

walls of Callan Park.’ Callan Park was a Sydney hospital for the insane, which 

hospitalised Francis Webb, who Beaver acknowledges as il miglior fabbro, echoing 

the phrase T.S. Eliot used in the dedication to The Waste Land, describing Ezra 

Pound as the ‘better craftsman’. In approaching this building, Beaver’s speaker 

whistles the tune that, in the famous poem by Robert Browning, has been read as 
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representing, if not triumph over death, then at least defiance towards death’s 

inevitability. (Meyers 292). As in Browning’s poem where the protagonist 

encounters a ‘cripple’ who symbolises death, in Beaver’s poem the ‘parkside 

horrors’ seem to represent the threat of insanity.  

 

Beaver’s whistling of ‘Childe Roland’ parallels Browning’s speaker’s ‘dauntless’ 

lifting of the slug-horn to his lips to play the same tune, and in Beaver’s instance 

this represents a resigned acceptance of insanity, which is in turn symbolised by 

Callan Park hospital, his own ‘Dark Tower’. As Browning took his poem’s title 

from Edgar’s nonsense words from King Lear, the tune also represents insane 

babbling, and in this way his whistling is an affirmation of his madness as well as 

an act of defiance towards it. Browning’s ‘Childe Roland’ also features in Beaver’s 

first collection Under the Bridge, in a poem called ‘Salute’, where Beaver decides 

against committing suicide and recites the conclusion of Browning’s poem. So for 

Beaver, ‘Childe Roland’ represents the act of persevering with life in the face of 

death. In addition to these readings, Browning’s final image of whistling ‘Childe 

Rolande to the Dark Tower Came’ in the poem of the same title has been read by 

Harold Bloom as evidence of Roland’s ‘apocalyptic consciousness of having failed 

to become himself.’ (Bloom 107-08). Furthermore, Beaver knew Webb’s early love 

for Browning in the dramatic monologues of Webb’s first collection A Drum for 

Ben Boyd (1948) and especially in ‘An Old Record’ (c1943-45) which cites the 

Roland story. Beaver undoubtedly knew this poem, and is positioning both he and 

Webb as young Rolands in the world, struggling with fate and song. For Beaver, 

too, the tune is a symbol of struggling with identity, a struggle that is reiterated at 

the end of the poem, where Beaver checks the ‘menagerie of self …. Taking stock 

of Monkey, Piggsy, Sandy’s belt of skulls.’ In this way, the intertextual allusions 

create a lyric subject whose identity is dependent upon and shaped by the texts of 

those who have come before, suggesting that the subject’s identity has a strong 

foundation in literature. 

 

Whistling is also significant as a musical, lyrical act that is analogous to the act of 

writing and experiencing poetry. In Letter ‘X’, for instance, a little girl whistles to 

the wind: ‘All week she has blown / a two-note whistle and called the tune / her 
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own. […] She sits cross-legged beneath the carousel of washing, fluting and singing 

two notes, two words: “I am, I am.”’ (Beaver 26). But like Childe Roland in 

Browning’s poem and Beaver in ‘XII’, whose whistles signify defiance against 

death and madness respectively, the little girl’s assertion of her existence is met 

with the wind lifting her over the yards and pines. For Rose Marie Beston and 

John Beston, the girl who blows her whistle ‘becomes an externalisation of the 

Beaver who writes poems to attest to his existence.’ (Beston and Beston 209). In 

this way, any form of artistic expression becomes an affirmation; this is Beaver 

insisting, ‘I am’. However, poetry is not consistently associated with life or 

existence; as Beaver’s image of Webb suggests, he was the ‘best of us all’, but he 

has been reduced, in Callan Park, to a ‘headless chicken circling in the dust’. In 

spite of these tunes, and in spite of the prayers said for Beaver and his fellow 

patients, Beaver is still here ‘partially, trying to live detachedly’. Rather than being a 

successful way of affirming one’s existence, therefore, Beaver represents poetry as 

that resigned, defiant whistle from ‘Childe Roland’, one’s final song before 

descending into ‘uselessness’, death or insanity. For Craig Powell, the child blowing 

her tin whistle in her backyard becomes ‘a human creature imprinting on the 

world’s chaos her gift of poetry and music.’ (Powell 1968: 16). Powell suggests that 

like this child in Letter ‘X’, Beaver is reminding the world that ‘there’s a poet still 

living at this address’, that in spite of his ‘self-sickness’, he is still capable of verbal 

utterance through his poetry. (Powell 1968: 16). Through Letter ‘XII’, Beaver 

associates poetic expression with both the affirmation of one’s existence and a 

threat to one’s humanness, hinting that like madness, poetry has a complex and 

somewhat contradictory relationship with the lyric subject.  

 

Another correspondence between Robert Browning’s ‘Childe Roland’ and Beaver’s 

Letter ‘XII’ is the common atmosphere of the transitory and ephemeral, and the 

sense of disrupted chronology. Browning’s poem was composed, like Coleridge’s 

Kubla Khan, following waking from a dream, and was written within one day. 

Though Beaver’s poem may not have resulted from a dream, it was written as 

representative of a single day—as with each letter from this collection—and it 

deals with ephemeral and transitory memories in relation to the speaker’s present-

day mental struggles. Browning stressed that ‘Childe Roland’ was linked to a highly 
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specific moment, a ‘then and there’, and Ivan Kreilkamp adds that the poem itself 

dwells upon the ‘definition and experience of a startling or shocking moment, a 

distinctly modern “instant.”’ (Kreilkamp 424). While in Browning’s poem the 

shocking moment is the realisation of death’s imminence, in Beaver’s poem it is 

the speaker’s realisation that he has become more ill, at least in terms of his own 

suffering, than the park-going meth drinkers. In terms of disrupted chronology, 

Susan Hardy Aiken argues that in Browning’s poem, the symbolic and associational 

structure suggests that the poem recounts a subjective psychodrama rather than an 

objective narrative: 

Because the structure is neither logical nor chronological, but symbolic and associational, because 

meaning emerges primarily through image patterns, close attention to the recurrences and 

interrelationships of the images helps account for numerous perplexities: the speaker’s strong 

ambivalence about his circumstances; his pervasive paranoia; his strangely harsh reaction to 

certain elements in the setting; and, most important, his sudden ability to see the Dark Tower at 

last, when he has previously been blind to it. (Aiken 23-24). 

For Beaver’s ‘XII’, too, the disrupted chronology—intermittent flashbacks and 

addresses to the reader—suggest that the poem reveals his inner transformation 

and view of the world, privileging his subjectivity over objective fact. In reverting 

to his memory of the meth drinkers and his whistling outside of Callan Park, 

Beaver constructs his own form of quest narrative of trying to come to terms with 

his identity as a sufferer of mental illness. Once Beaver gets to Callan Park, his 

Dark Tower, the poem does not end as in Browning’s case, but we learn that the 

speaker continues to check ‘the menagerie of self’, controlling the wild animals he 

shares as a two-headed man. This two-headed man, however, is not referred to as 

‘I’; it seems that Beaver is describing another, or viewing himself from a third-

person perspective. Unlike the threat of death in Browning’s poem, the threat of 

madness allows the ‘I’ or self to continue on, but it continues on in a detached, 

carnivalesque exhibition that needs to be monitored and controlled. Marking out 

his poem from Browning’s in this way, Beaver constructs the lyric speaker as 

subject to a threat potentially worse than death—madness—and suggests that in 

this state, one’s subjectivity is both replicated (the subject becomes a two-headed 

man), yet it also becomes detached, dehumanised, and othered.  
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The sense of ‘living partially’, of having to assert and re-assert one’s existence, is 

also figured in Beaver’s use of animal imagery in Letter ‘XII’. Elsewhere in the 

collection, Beaver states, ‘I can barely name six kinds of bird / and seven kinds of 

flower. Some poet. / I concentrate on humans and the absurd.’ (Beaver 23). 

Though Beaver declares his limited knowledge of flora and fauna, and his 

preference for exploring the absurdity of the human condition, it becomes 

apparent that he often expresses this absurdity through the images of animals. 

Martin Duwell draws attention to the opening poem of Letters, where a shark 

aquarium at the wharf has a ‘black plastic monster/ prefiguring hell/ displayed on 

the roof’, and notes that Beaver’s psychic state ranges from exaltation to calm to 

this notion of hell embodied by the plastic shark: ‘It is simultaneously violent and 

sinister, and is introduced in such a way that its significance is a symbol for 

humanity or perhaps rather, as an encapsulation of a vision of the world when the 

psychic register begins to slide to the right…’ (Duwell 33). In Letter ‘XII’, animals 

figure in the image of Beaver retreating ‘like a squid’ in the presence of the park-

goers, the image of Francis Webb as a headless chicken, Beaver as a ‘dog in rut’, 

and as Blake’s animalistic image of Nebuchadnezzar. Curiously, the images seem to 

progress throughout the poem from the lesser evolved and intelligent life forms 

such as the squid, to the increasingly more intelligent: the chicken, the dog, and the 

madman embodied by William Blake’s painting. If we were to reorder the poem 

chronologically, however, the poet first imagines himself as Blake’s 

Nebuchadnezzar, and seems to descend into animalistic states from there.  

 

The poem ends with an image of Wu Cheng’en’s characters from Journey to the West, 

humans who have animal characteristics and who are named ‘Monkey, Piggsy, 

Sandy’. According to Duwell, this ending is the most interesting expression of an 

animal/human nexus in Letters, using the Cheng’en novel to ‘invoke a totemic 

relationship between people and animals’, and that animals are often ‘indicators of 

the author’s variable moods within his own psychodrama.’ (Duwell 36). Beaver’s 

habit of drawing animals into this picture of his psychic state is one that he inherits 

from Rilke. Speaking of Rilke, Beaver stated, 

His main aim was to draw everything into him – a cup, a leaf, a tree, any object or a child, a dog, 

etc, and to reform it within his own heaven or hell. To drag it into the chaos, or worse, into the 
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vacuum of his own ego. To furnish his vacuum with a whole world. It’s the same that I am trying 

to do. (Krausmann 29-33).  

In a similar way, Beaver’s use of animals in Letters draws his imaginative world of 

animals into his psyche as a way of furnishing it, as well as describing its chaos. 

Beaver’s comment that Rilke draws objects into the vacuum of his own ego is 

pertinent to his own poetry, where Beaver uses the basic, vital lives of animals to 

represent the speaker’s act of clinging to life and existence. Animals and insects are 

associated in the collection with vitality and a presence of mind, such as the ants 

that bring ‘urgency to being’ in Letter ‘III’, and who are ‘free of inherent schism’. 

(Beaver 13-15). Whether or not Beaver’s use of animals to cling to existence is 

successful is perhaps answered at the end of ‘XII’, where he suns the snake, curbs 

the tiger, and ‘takes stock’ of the characters of Wu Cheng’en’s novel, the human 

characters with animal characteristics. Beaver’s speaker does not want to descend 

into insanity again, where he was reduced to the languageless realm of animals, so 

it is by metaphorically taming the animals, and by literally writing poetry, that he 

achieves a form of discipline, possession and mastery. Beaver thus uses the poetic 

form to indicate that the lyric subject’s identity is inherently connected to poetry as 

craft, and that although the process of becoming a poetic subject can dehumanise 

and detach the speaker, it is also a way of attesting to their existence, of defying 

threats of death.  

 

XIII 

Like Letter ‘XII’, many of Beaver’s poems begin with a certain, almost 

anthropological, wish to depict the suffering of others. But they often end with a 

shocking realisation that these others are not others and that the subject who is 

describing them is describing his or herself.  In this way, it is possible to say that 

the denizens of these poems are ‘internalised’, their eccentricities becoming 

emblems of the speaker’s own madness. This can be seen in the next poem, Letter 

XIII, which Natalie Owen-Jones argues is the most enigmatic and disturbing poem 

in the collection. (Owen-Jones 187). This poem begins by describing the unusual 

yet all-knowing paper seller, a man at the fringe of society, and ends with a 

reflection on the speaker’s own insanity. The poem begins: 
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The paper seller’s androgynous. 

His chamois leather cheeks and spongy mouth 

are hairless. His body’s a giant turtle. 

He waddles in voluminous trousers, 

eyes restless, pallid and crafty 

behind glasses. Everything he sees 

is rubbed against him. 

He squawks greetings and imprecations. 

Somehow he manages to seem  

greedy for sounds of commerce. 

Under the noise of selling 

he whispers endearments and lewd suggestions. 

He seems privy to all our desires. 

On a busy intersection 

he watches men and women passing, 

changing himself with the lights. 

Only a fool would censure him, 

a bigger fool pity him. 

He knows us all better than  

we know ourselves. He loses 

identity and regains it 

one hundred times an hour. 

(Beaver 30). 

 

The paper seller’s identity is malleable, neither male nor female (‘androgynous’), 

hovering between the human and the monstrously animalistic (‘his body’s a giant 

turtle,’) and losing and regaining identity one hundred times in an hour. The turtle 

within its shell replicates the mixture of vulnerability and timidity that was seen in 

the earlier image of the squid hiding beneath the wreck. But the paper seller is not 

merely caught between genders and between the animal and human; he also 

oscillates between ‘squawking greetings and imprecations’, ‘endearments and lewd 

suggestions’. Greedy for the human sounds of commerce and selling, the paper 

seller’s own language vacillates between kindly greeting his fellow humans, and 

cursing or being lewdly suggestive towards them. Also, the paper that the paper 

seller sells should be understood, like the ‘pall’ of ink released by the squid, as the 

metonym of textuality. The man’s erratic behaviour falls within what society would 

call eccentric or ‘mad’, yet Beaver does not initially condemn him in this poem; 

rather, he elevates the paper seller to omniscient status: ‘He seems privy to all our 
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desires’; ‘Only a fool would censure him’. However, as John and Rose Marie 

Beston have observed, Beaver’s speaker is ‘felt as a presence even when he writes 

of other people.’ (Beston and Beston 209). Though the paper seller seems to be 

psychically linked to Beaver’s speaker, and has intimate knowledge of all passers-

by, his own identity changes with the traffic lights, ‘one hundred times an hour’. 

This perpetual renewal of one’s identity further connects the paper seller with 

Beaver’s speaker, who as we saw in the previous poem ‘XII’, is constantly watching 

the ‘menagerie of self’ and its wildly unpredictable nature. While the paper seller 

identifies with the textual medium of the newspaper and constantly changes his 

identity, the poet-speaker identifies with the textual medium of poetry, a mode that 

allows his identity to be constantly reinvented.  

 

Beaver asserts that the paper seller suffers at ‘full moon’ or at ‘dark’, linking him to 

the mythical and semi-human werewolf, one that is aware of the ‘flaws that keep 

(the speaker) human’. However, as Beaver hints at this werewolf image, his own 

persona seems suddenly incapable of coherent speech, rather braying, chattering, 

cawing and yelping, further evidence that the two men are psychically connected, 

or that Beaver is projecting his own suffering onto the seller:  

When does he suffer? 

At full of moon or dark? 

He has looked on me obliquely, 

knowing the flaws that keep me human. 

I’ve brayed inwardly, 

chattered, cawed and yelped at him, 

yet when I am silent 

merely knowing him I am known, 

raped by the white 

elephantine weight of his cruel 

sympathy. He laughs at himself 

like an eternally hurt child 

among hurting children. 

He knows they suffer 

hurting him. He licks their wounds, 

proffering his own.  

(Beaver 30-31). 
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When Beaver’s speaker is silent—when he suppresses his language and speech—he 

describes himself, in a violently confronting image, as ‘known’ by the seller, ‘raped 

by the white/ elephantine weight of his cruel/ sympathy.’ It appears that verbal 

noise—whether coherent or not—acts as a psychic defence against the pity of this 

apparently insane figure. The idea of verbal utterance is also manifest in the paper 

seller’s mode of communication via the written word. Natalie Owen-Jones points 

out, ‘(Letters XIII) is a complex, slightly surreal portrait of a paper-seller, a figure 

perpetuating the volume’s themes of communication and textuality, embodying the 

passage of news.’ (Owen-Jones 187). Adding to Owen-Jones’s observation, I 

suggest that the paper seller is an ironic figure; he sells the written word, but is 

verbally incapable of language. In ‘XIII’, the paper seller appears to represent, as 

Nicolette Stasko has argued, the Jungian ‘shadow’ of the poetic speaker, whose 

complementary presence is necessary to the unity and integrity of the speaker’s 

being. (Stasko 1995: 47). I build on Stasko’s observation to argue that through the 

paper seller, who represents the ‘shadow’ of the poetic speaker, Beaver presents 

the lyric subject as inherently fractured, with two figures collectively representing 

the speaking subject. The relationship between the two parts is highly determined 

by language; when the speaker is articulate and capable of language, he has power 

over the paper seller, but when the speaker is inarticulate, the paper seller has 

power over him. Thus Beaver creates a power play in which the conflicting parts of 

the speaking subject either dominate or submit to the other, depending on their 

capacity to articulate spoken words.    

 

Halfway through the second stanza of ‘XIII’, the poetry shifts from third-person 

point of view to directly address the paper seller in second person point of view. 

This shift is accompanied by a dark, sinister tone, as if Beaver is lowering his voice 

to accuse the paper seller:  

Sexual leper, 

bastard scion of the riven god, 

something in you fears my eyes— 

is it the child before it’s hurt? 

The conventional child of spite and manners? 

Are you, after all, 

the hypocrite I think you are? 
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Hoping to be still waddling 

around when your tormentor lovers 

cast the first and final stone 

at themselves? 

(Beaver 31). 

 

While Beaver’s speaker initially feared the paper seller and his all-knowing powers, 

as the point of view shifts the paper seller comes to fear Beaver, to fear his piercing 

perception. It is also at this point in the poem that the roles are reversed and 

Beaver seems to know the vendor and all of his human flaws and hypocrisies. 

Having said this, the paper seller seems to be part superhuman, a ‘bastard scion of 

the riven god’, reinforcing the motif of duality and the condition of being split into 

opposing parts. In any case, the third and penultimate stanza reverts back to 

Beaver’s self-reflection, where he describes himself as ‘melancholy as / Tiresias in 

two minds’, and addresses the general reader, telling his poets of the 

newspaperman’s fear, ‘his mad indictment’: 

Myself as melancholy as 

Tiresias in two minds 

burning to tell you, my poets, 

of this fear: his mad indictment. 

Hoping to flush it as finally from me  

as sullage by a cistern’s flow. 

 

I beg you to remember me as truthful. 

(Beaver 31). 

  

This reads as a kind of confession, shifting almost manically between Beaver’s own 

melancholy and the paper seller’s fear and guilt. In the final, somewhat scatological 

image of flushing the man’s indictment from him ‘as sullage by a cistern’s flow’, 

Beaver has internalised the man’s emotions, metaphorically ingested his flaws, and 

wishes to remove them from his body and identity. By shifting perspectives in this 

way, and by painting a picture of two figures who collectively represent a split, 

Beaver’s speaker reinforces the psychic connection between himself and the man, 

so that this stranger becomes one of the objects or ‘things’ in the world that is 

infused with Beaver’s psychic suffering. Through this mode of address, the speaker 

is represented as composed of the language he utters, and this necessarily includes 
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the paper seller, who represents one aspect of the speaker’s mental illness, his 

psychic pain.   

 

Another important motif within Letter ‘XIII’ is that of perception – of seeing and 

being seen. The motif of seeing is reinforced by the allusion to Tiresias, an 

androgynous clairvoyant figure in Greek mythology who also appeared in T.S. 

Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922). Although Tiresias is blind, he is described in Eliot’s 

notes as a spectator and Eliot asserts that ‘What Tiresias sees, in fact, is the 

substance of the poem.’ (Eliot 42). As the speaker describes himself as Tiresias, the 

implication is that the speaker is blind but paradoxically can perceive things that go 

to the very essence of the poem’s expression. The poem starts out as a recorded 

observation of the paper seller, but in describing the seller, the poem ultimately 

and overwhelmingly relates the seller’s perception of the putative observer: 

‘Everything he sees / is rubbed against him’; ‘he watches men and women passing, 

changing himself with the lights’; ‘he has looked on me obliquely’. Owen-Jones 

argues that the seller’s androgyny allows him to astutely see into people and their 

lives, as it gives insight into both feminine and masculine perspectives, and that it 

‘helps him to inhabit the precise persona—the dissolving identity and unstable, 

mutable self—that Beaver seeks to escape through the process of letter-writing.’ 

(Owen-Jones 188). Owen-Jones’s comment elucidates that the speaker’s identity is 

unstable but he is trying to stabilise it through modes of address, through language. 

I would add to this that while Beaver’s speaker seeks to capitalise on people 

around him by appropriating them into his poetic language, the paper seller 

capitalises on language by selling it to the people. For Beaver’s speaker, making 

sense of humans in his poetry forms a key part of his efforts to stabilise his identity 

and his psychic pathos. The paper seller, who shapes lives with language in an 

altogether different way, is susceptible to a constantly changing identity, one that 

Beaver’s speaker appears to be threatened by, particularly as it represents the 

imminent changes within his own identity. In any case, it is evident that Beaver’s 

poetic language constructs lyric subjects who depend on language to make sense of 

their psychic distress, the threats to their ever-changing identities.  
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The perceptual function of seeing is important too to Rilke’s Notebooks of Malte 

Laurids Brigge, which is relevant to my analysis of this poem because ‘XIII’ takes 

inspiration from Rilke’s novel. As Owen-Jones points out, Malte offers an 

extended description of a paper seller towards the end of the novel: (Owen-Jones 

187-88). 

I have never dared to buy a newspaper from him. I’m not really sure that he always has copies 

with him, as he slowly shuffles back and forth outside the Jardin du Luxembourg, all evening 

long. He turns his back to the railings, and his hand rubs along the stone ledge from which the 

bars rise. He presses himself so flat that everyday many people go past who have never seen him. 

(Rilke 208). 

 

Considering this passage, Owen-Jones argues that Letter ‘XIII’ can be read as a 

‘type of aesthetic exercise’, a response to Rilke’s image of the paper seller rather 

than a response to an event in his actual life. (Owen-Jones 188). Both Rilke and 

Beaver’s paper sellers have physical, tactile contact with the external, surrounding 

world (‘his hand rubs along the stone ledge’, ‘Everything he sees / is rubbed 

against him’). For Rilke’s Malte, ‘In the experience of the crowd, the cause of the 

nausea is again bodied forth through the imagery of physicality, this time that of 

touch.’ (Macleod 413). It seems that Beaver comes to assimilate the characteristics 

of the paper seller as his own. As Robert Savage suggests, both have qualities of 

Tiresias; both are androgynous, both are privy to ‘all our desires’, and both have 

the quality of being a kind of seer, of being able to penetrate the secrets and 

mysteries of the other. (Savage n.p.). Savage explains, ‘Each Tiresias must 

obliterate its rival if it is to attain genuine omniscience; but this would herald that 

psychic civil war to which Duwell refers.’ (Savage n.p.). The sexual imagery of the 

two Tiresias figures represents them as united yet in a kind of tactile conflict, and 

links the quality of being able to see and perceive others as an inherent 

characteristic of the mentally ill, split speaker. In portraying the speaker and the 

paper seller as two parts of Tiresias, Beaver suggests that having the quality of 

being able to ‘see’ into the state of things—essentially to compose and utter 

poetry—necessarily involves an inner psychic war or battle within the speaking, 

lyric subject.  

 

In ‘XIII’, the paper seller symbolises the sides of the poet that he dislikes, perhaps 

even the parts of the poet that embody or represent his mental illness. He is a 
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poetic construction who is based on and inspired by Rilke’s fictional character, and 

is therefore twice removed from reality, a shadow of a literary figure. Though he is 

created by the poet’s mind, he is also condemned by the poet’s mind. Savage 

observes that the two androgynous parts of Tiresias—the paper seller and the 

speaker—‘scrutinise each other shiftily, uncannily, unfathomably’, and that ‘At the 

beginning of the final stanza they are revealed as the split personalities of a single 

Tiresias.’ (Savage n.p.). As ‘XIII’, like Rilke’s Malte, is about learning to see and 

deeply perceive things in one’s surrounds, ‘XIII’ is also about seeing others, then 

seeing one’s self, and then trying to extract, exorcise or flush out the offending 

parts, the vendor’s ‘mad indictment’. This image of indictment resonates with 

other images of judgment and guilt, as if the letter is a confession, a request for 

absolution. But if we adopt the reading that the vendor and the poet are 

symbolically fused, it seems that the act of casting ‘the first and final stone’ at 

oneself is one of violence towards this imagined figure, but also suicide. The final 

line of the poem—‘I beg you to remember me as truthful’—has been read by 

Savage as a ‘suicide note’, and so it appears that flushing out the ‘Sexual leper’ from 

his psyche can only be achieved in an act of self-destruction. (Savage n.p.). Though 

in this instance, poetry and self-reflection may coincide with or even lead to self-

destruction, the poems or ‘letters’ stand as attempts by Beaver to ‘prove to himself 

that the “living word” (XXXIV), the creative mind, still exists and will always exist, 

even surviving poets’ deaths.’ (Josephi 1978: 64-67). The final line of ‘XIII’ 

acknowledges the inevitability of death, but expresses a wish that the poetry (and 

the poet-speaker) be remembered as ‘truthful’, as representing a faithful version of 

reality or, at least, of subjective experience. This sets up the poetic form as distinct 

from the newspaper writing that the vendor represents; while the news writing may 

bring forth objective facts, poetry shapes reality in a different, subjective way. The 

tension here is that poetry and self-expression bring this quality of knowledge, yet 

in achieving this goal, partial self-destruction is necessary. In this way, Beaver 

suggests that poetic language creates ideas and knowledge, yet can erode or 

diminish the lyric subject, the one who expresses such truths. This is the central 

conflict that is typified by the Tiresias figure; their psychic pain conjures, 

paradoxically, modes of both self-expression and partial self-destruction.  

 



	   109	  

This notion of truth or poetic ‘reality’ is affected by Beaver’s tone as the poem 

develops. The first stanza is conversational in tone with no notable sound patterns; 

apart from the poetic imagery, the first stanza’s diction is descriptive, even prosaic. 

The observational style recalls what Alan Gould has said of the way Beaver eases 

readers into a poem before increasing the intensity:  

The most characteristic attribute of Bruce Beaver’s poetry is, I think, a spontaneous verve of 

utterance. More than any of his contemporaries he has worked at creating a language in his poems 

that imitates the momentaneousness of common speech. It is as if he wants to take us into a 

poem before we can register a sense of the poem’s occasion. Thus his subjects appear through the 

poems as though unpremeditated, his diction as though unprepared. As we read through his 

poems with their nervous release of images, reflections, memories, we encounter, not only 

modern commonplace experiences but their momentary configurations and juxtapositions in the 

mind itself. For Beaver writes to discover both the quick of experience and the quick of the 

perceiving mind. (Gould 136). 

Gould’s comments are relevant to ‘XIII’, where the subject of the paper seller 

appears through the speaker’s voice ‘as though unpremeditated, his diction as 

though unprepared.’ With the second stanza, however, as the intensity and imagery 

escalate, readers start to perceive the way Beaver’s observations and experiences 

configure within the mind itself. Owen-Jones has pointed out that Beaver’s images 

often release dualistic, Rilkean forces of praise or celebration, and of lament. 

(Owen-Jones 181). While the first stanza demonstrates the Rilkean force of praise 

or celebration, the central stanza turns to the opposite sentiment of accusation and 

judgment, and the final, shortest stanza illustrates the Rilkean force of lament. 

Owen-Jones contends that, ‘The dynamism of these figures allows the tension, 

often invoked by Beaver, between the poet’s role as honest observer of the world, 

and of being the voice that celebrates, laments and transforms it.’ (Owen-Jones 

181). This observation of the world, followed by a transformation of it, seems to 

be the process of ‘XIII’, where praise and celebration turn to anger and, finally, 

lament. It is during this tone shift in the final stanza that alliteration becomes 

prevalent, enhancing the poetic register: ‘myself, melancholy, minds, mad’, ‘flush, 

finally, from, flow’, ‘sullage, cistern’. Although these lines describe the crisis of the 

speaker—their desire to extract the ‘mad’ side without causing harm to the other—

the lines are lyrical, and provide a musical veil to the speaker’s trauma. Rather, for 

Beaver, poetry necessarily involves this crisis of being caught between two minds. 

The poetic climax of this letter is also the point at which the speaker teeters on the 
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brink of creativity and self-destruction; thus Beaver suggests that both psychic pain 

and psychic elation have their foundations in language, and particularly in poetry.  

 

XV 

The poet speaker’s inner conflict, or ‘psychic civil war’, is not only represented by 

these images of a split Tiresias ‘in two minds’, but it also manifests in imagery of 

international violence and battle. For John and Rose Marie Beston, Beaver’s 

conception of war is ‘only an externalization of “the peaceful holocaust” (XII) of 

life’, and for Robert Savage, the poetic speaker is threatened by two dangers: ‘one 

forced by external circumstances, the other arising internally.’ (Beston and Beston 

217; Savage n.p.). Opening with lines from Rilke’s The Notebook of Malte Laurids 

Brigge, Letter ‘XV’ uses violent imagery to suggest that these external and internal 

wars are, at one crucial level at least, battles of language:  

 

Who could be strong and refrain from murder? 

Who in that age did not know that the worst was inevitable? 

Each day brings news of atrocities 

by mercenaries, patriots and the 

professional automata of either side. 

War spun out like an incredible  

competition between two soap 

and cereal kings, with consolation 

prizes of self-satisfied  

reactions for the observant. 

Truly, the baby is dissolving in the bathwater. 

(Beaver 33). 

 

Beaver opens ‘XV’ with a stanza that illustrates the linguistic dimension of war, 

focusing not so much on the physical battles of war but on the conflict of 

propaganda and information that occurs between its proponents and opponents. 

The poem opens with a quote from Rilke’s Malte that ‘speaks of the darkness of 

fourteenth-century Europe, focusing on the Avignon Papacy and King Charles VI’, 

and applies the quote to the contemporary situation. (Owen-Jones 191). Following 

this, Beaver speaks of the ‘news of atrocities / by mercenaries, patriots and the / 
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professional automata of either side’, and laments at the end of the stanza, ‘Truly, 

the baby is dissolving in the bathwater.’ Beaver acknowledges that both sides to the 

debate act in an unhuman, mechanical way, and by subverting the popular idiom, 

‘throwing the baby out with the bathwater’, he creates a startling, disturbing image 

of the loss of humanity. In describing war as ‘spun out like an incredible / 

competition between two soap / and cereal kings’, Beaver likens international war 

to a competition of marketing and capitalism; essentially, he likens it to a conflict 

centred on the language of consumerism. Even the consolation prizes are 

language-based; those who don’t win the war get to express their righteous views, 

their ‘self-satisfied reactions’—presumably through speech or writing—that the 

problem wasn’t solved.  

 

Beaver notes that Rilke wrote of such violent acts in prose or prosaic fable, 

marking out as unique his mode of addressing contemporary war via poetry. In 

doing so, Beaver remarks on this ‘wider spread insanity’, and suggests that he 

might struggle to articulate a firm response given his tentative sanity. In addressing 

the older, deceased poet in epistolary address, Beaver sets aside the psychotic poet 

speaker as less capable of expression. In this way, the beginning of the poem 

associates both poetry and psychosis with a diminished capacity to articulate 

oneself, and a lesser right to express one’s views:  

You would have alluded to most of this 

as a fable or mythologized it 

or set it all down simply as prose notes 

at the head of a personal lyric 

How may I, skulking thankfully 

in this suburban backyard, 

emotionally incapable of meeting 

in debate opponents of my attitudes, 

periodically psychotic— 

retired from life, some would say— 

how may I, tentatively sane, 

comment sensibly upon 

a wider spread insanity? 

(Beaver 33-34). 
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Robert Savage argues that after mentioning Rilke’s allusion to the fable, Beaver 

goes on ‘to explain why he is incapable of an adequate creative response to the 

barbarism of the age.’ (Savage n.p.). In contrast to Savage’s argument and rather 

than reading these lines as expressing incapability, I suggest the question ‘How may 

I?’ is genuinely posed and is in fact answered in the following stanza (‘I would say 

no…’). In fact, it seems that Beaver’s speaker feels he is in an advantaged position 

to comment on the barbarism of the age, given the turmoil he experiences in his 

own mind. This is in contrast to the speaker’s tentative and timid tone in the first 

stanza, and it appears that the speaker gathers confidence as the poem gathers 

momentum. The significance of this is that as the poem develops, so does the 

speaker’s perceived right to speak; the act of utterance emboldens the speaker. 

Savage speaks of ‘Beaver’s failure to transform late 1960s into a “fable” or 

“personal lyric”’, but I suggest that Beaver goes on to do this, to present a worldly 

fable or personal lyric of conflict and suffering, showing that suffering cannot be 

isolated from language and signification. In this poem, psychosis is synonymous 

with being retired from life, a kind of liminal space as in a war or battlefield. 

Psychosis involves an inability to wield language to one’s advantage; in such states, 

one doesn’t have language as a weapon on the battleground of either public or 

private wars. At this point in the poem, Beaver suggests that his speaker’s 

psychosis precludes him from adequate expression—poetic or otherwise—and that 

psychic pain involves a diminishment of one’s linguistic ability. In spite of this, the 

very fact that the speaker is expressing himself via an epistolary poem shows that 

he is actually capable of linguistic expression, and in this way there is an implicit 

tension between the successful utterance of the poem and the professed inability to 

speak.  

 

Turning the question to himself, and asking how he, ‘periodically psychotic’, would 

respond to this ‘wider spread insanity’, Beaver’s speaker then opens the third 

stanza with a blunt, impassioned resistance to institutions and movements such as 

‘patriotism’, ‘nationalism’, ‘democracies’, ‘communes’, ‘imperialist churches’ and 

‘police states’. In one long, punctuated yet enjambed stanza, he brings forth an 

image of creative individuals: ‘fellow writers, poets and fictors’, ‘writhing in a 
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widespread poison of the word’. For Beaver, the creative and imaginative utterance 

of poetry or fiction has been poisoned by the ‘lies’ and exaggerations of the state. 

In this somewhat rambling stanza, Beaver suggests that the work of poets is 

corrupted by political rhetoric and as the poem gathers momentum and intensity, 

Beaver argues that poets and ‘imaginative minds’ are at risk, whether that be risk of 

psychosis, or metaphorical or literal death. In this way Beaver is aligning poetry 

with psychosis, envisaging psychosis as a condition brought about by the killing of 

imaginative and poetic minds, and that both psychotics and poets are suppressed 

and silenced by the external wars such as that in Vietnam in the 60s. The lyric 

subject is the victim of both external and internal wars, and it is suggested in the 

first half of the poem that the lyric subject’s mind suffers. But then in the following 

stanza, Beaver’s tone is more composed, and the poetic lines are more controlled. 

In the second half of the poem, sonic effects such as alliteration increase, and so 

the poetic form resists the apparent oppression of the state and those who produce 

‘assassin facts’. The form thus emulates the message of the poem; that is, that in 

spite of the abuse by ‘mechanics of the state,’ both poetry and one’s mental health 

can survive and even thrive: 

 

  I would say No to patriotism’s 

  inflated toad anywhere— 

  No to the nationalistic lie in the rotten teeth 

  of all democracies, communes, 

  imperialist church and police states, 

  witnessing impotently 

  fellow writers, poets and fictors, writhing 

  in a widespread poison of the word 

  (old vox populi, late edition, 

  gleaming upper and lower dentures, 

  charnel smile 

  and a breath like Vietnam) 

  abused by the mechanics of the state, 

  driven ranting mad by assassin facts 

  that kill by slow degrees 

  the imaginative mind and breed 

  the healthy body for the field of war. 

  (Beaver 34). 
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In the parts of the poem where poets are described as unable to take control of 

society and language, the poem itself has long sentences and successive clauses 

emulating a sense of lost control. ‘Assassin facts’, or harmful language, destroys the 

imaginative mind, creating psychoses and disabling artistic modes such as poetry. 

War, both internal and external, creates psychic distress and hinders the creation of 

literature, and so psychosis and poetry are indirectly correlated (the more prevalent 

the psychosis, the less likely poetry can flourish).  

 

A recurring image Beaver uses to present the propaganda of the establishment is 

one of a mouth—the body part used to form speech or utterance—yet this is a 

mouth turned grotesque, with ‘rotten teeth’, ‘gleaming upper and lower dentures, / 

charnel smile / and a breath like Vietnam.’ It is suggested that political rhetoric 

has, like poetry, an ingesting power, that it has the capacity to ‘poison’, with 

‘assassin facts’ driving individual citizens to madness. However, it is specifically the 

writers, the ‘imaginative minds’, who are rendered ‘impotent’ by the power of this 

metaphorical mouth, this source of linguistic power. Poets and other creative 

writers are therefore distinguished from the discourses produced by the state; 

mechanisms of the state produce, according to Beaver, lies and embellishments, 

while poets and fictors impliedly generate truth, a higher form of reality. Beaver 

uses war imagery of physical mutilation to suggest that poets sustain similar injuries 

during the creation of their craft, and that they sustain these injuries within their 

mind rather than within their bodies.  

 

The fourth stanza of ‘XV’ diminishes in intensity, delivering a more calm and 

controlled tone, and explains that Beaver does not understand war ‘among 

ourselves’, that they are the ‘cannibalistic incursions / of the inveterately 

immature.’ Rather than being written in one or two long sentences like the second 

and third stanzas, the fourth stanza is broken up into three short sentences, 

creating an effect that is more controlled and less emotive. Thus Beaver exhibits 

more control in the part of the poem that portrays an understanding of psychic 

war but not international war, whereas the part of the poem that expresses distress 
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at the poet’s psychic pain was more intense and emotive. The significance of this is 

that Beaver is using the poetic mode to gain control over the acknowledged 

psychic pain of sensitive poetic minds; the poetry has a powerful pacifying 

function: 

 

I understand only the man 

who is at war within himself. 

The rest, it seems, are victims of 

the fallacy of an external peace 

in a life dependent on a ploy of tensions. 

There is no just war among ourselves, 

Only the cannibalistic incursions 

of the inveterately immature. 

 

In another age, man, you and I 

would have chronicled the bloody acts 

of our mercenary gentlemen 

and their automative cohorts 

in fabulous song. Our consciousness 

mutilated, our psyches singing  

slaves, castratos of barbarians. 

(Beaver 34). 

 

In this stanza, poetry is elevated as something that is powerful and influential, 

contrasting with the first stanza where poets writhed about, poisoned by political 

rhetoric. The sibilance at the end of ‘victims’, ‘tensions’, ‘ourselves’, and 

‘incursions’ foregrounds the hissing and crackling of the fire motif in the stanza to 

follow (‘bonfire’s martyr’, ‘inner holocaust of consciousness’). In this way, the 

poetic register increases just as Beaver begins to express confidence in the powers 

of poetry and poetic language, suggesting that psychosis and psychic pain can be 

mitigated or diminished through linguistic utterance. Similarly, the assonant ‘i’ 

sounds at the end of the stanza, (‘incursions’, ‘inveterately’, ‘immature’) create a 

playful, staccato sound that brings readers out of the hissing, fiery sounds to view 

proponents of war as merely childlike, ‘immature’. Beaver thus uses poetic 

language to belittle and ridicule the proponents of war, and so it is through the 
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course of the text that poetry gains power over the proponents of war; the poets 

gain a foothold in this battle of language.  

 

Following this, Beaver directly addresses Rilke (or live poet) again, asserting that 

‘In another age’ they together ‘would have chronicled the bloody acts’ of war in 

‘fabulous song’. In other words, if Rilke and Beaver lived in the same era, they 

would have recorded the atrocities of war in poetry, the ‘fabulousness’ of the text 

forming a stark contrast to the ‘bloody’ violence in reality. However, Beaver 

crucially notes that this would come at a cost for the writers, their ‘consciousness 

mutilated’, and their ‘psyches singing slaves, castratos of barbarians.’ While the 

violence of war has a physical effect on the ‘healthy body bred for the field of war’, 

the process of writing about it has a mental cost, mutilating their consciousness, 

enslaving and castrating their psyches. As Beaver’s language portrays this 

psychiatric cost at the end of the fifth stanza, he invokes again the sibilant sounds, 

reigniting the fiery sounds of war, and emphasising the destruction caused to the 

sensitive, poetic mind. Though this poetic mind or psyche is enslaved, even 

castrated, they continue to sing and express dissent, suggesting that the poetic 

consciousness may be mutilated but not destroyed. In fact, Beaver enhances the 

sonic register in these lines with the alliterative and consonant ‘s’ sounds, 

emphasising that the more a poetic voice is suppressed, the louder it will sing. 

Oscillating between asserting the power of poetry and the psychiatric cost of 

having such a sensitive mind, Beaver nonetheless portrays psychic pain as 

intertwined with language and linguistic utterance, suggesting that though the lyric 

subject may suffer, the poetry itself is powerful and meaningful.  

 

Beaver writes that during this fictional era, ‘The women would have tapestried / 

the carnage and the circumstance / of politic thronings and dethronings’, using 

their bodies, specifically their hands, to represent the ‘carnage’ via textural art. 

Interestingly, the women’s art is described as ‘dynasts’ fustian’, with ‘fustian’ 

referring to a form of hard-wearing twilled cloth, yet also meaning writing or 

speech that is pretentious or pompous. In this way, the women’s labour—in which 
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their ‘fingers bled and their bellies / cramped’—produces art that corresponds to 

the dynasts’ illusory and deceptive speech.  

 

The women would have tapestried 

the carnage and the circumstance 

of politic thronings and dethronings, 

all the dynasts’ fustian 

until their fingers bled and their bellies 

cramped at the sour and proper task. 

 

Look back and shudder. Move on. 

End the tyranny of history, 

That shambles of old blood and bones. 

Learn at least how to live and die 

Without the fear of longevity’s  

objectiveless freedom, 

without the hope 

of an eternal adolescence. 

The task is to survive the outer 

Lure of the bonfire’s martyr, the inner 

holocaust of consciousness. 

To turn the entire being 

into a veteran of the natural agon 

whipping us into life between 

a birth and a death. 

(Beaver 35). 

 

Sonic effects are also important in the final stanza. When Beaver meditates on the 

past, he uses fricative ‘b’ and ‘d’ consonants, associating a harsh, stuttering sound 

with the ‘shudder’ or ‘shambles’ of ‘old blood and bones’. Alternatively, when 

Beaver encourages his poet-readers to ‘Learn at least how to live and die without 

the fear of longevity’s objectiveless freedom’, he uses many liquid ‘l’ consonants, 

creating light, fluid movement and simulating the sense of moving on. Similarly, 

the deep assonance of ‘old blood and bones’ creates a sense of foreboding, which 

is in contrast to the high-pitched, carefree sounds of ‘tyranny’, ‘history’, and 

‘longevity’. The return of the hissing, crackling sibilance of the line ‘holocaust of 

consciousness’ reminds readers, however, that the mind will always pose a personal 
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threat. As well as poetry being the battlefield in which psychic and international 

wars are played out, therefore, the mind is a combatant in both wars, with language 

the weapon with which they fight.  

 

In the final stanza, Beaver’s speaker encourages Rilke and his poet readers to ‘Look 

back and shudder’ and to ‘Move on.’ In a style reminiscent of a peace manifesto or 

a persuasive political speech, Beaver’s speaker calls on poets past and present to 

end wars amongst ourselves—the ‘tyranny of history’—yet this has a double 

meaning: wars within themselves, their insanities and psychoses must end as well. 

In fact, a call to ‘end the tyranny of history’ is a way of declaring war on language, 

on artistic representation—forms of writing and speech that makes history 

possible. An end to international war requires a challenge to established rhetoric 

and political language, and management of the personal, psychic war means that 

one must weather the challenges and triumphs associated with having a sensitive, 

poetic voice. In international war, poetic voices are the combatants who are 

struggling, but in psychic war, poetic language is what gives one strength and hope.  

 

In the final lines of the poem, Beaver contends that the ‘task’ is ‘To turn the entire 

being / into a veteran of the natural agon / whipping us into life between / a birth 

and a death.’ As an ‘agon’ is an ancient Greek term for a struggle or contest, which 

can include a contest in literature, this call to turn oneself into an ‘agon’ suggests 

that ‘being’ not only involves a struggle with language, but that it actually depends 

on a struggle with language. In other words, according to Beaver’s poem, life and 

ontological existence arise out of these linguistic conflicts. Martin Duwell has 

argued, ‘In language as well as syntax, the Beaver signature is marked by an 

incipient loss of control, or perhaps the irruption of a darker vocabulary.’ (Duwell 

27). This impending loss of control is mediated through the poetic language, 

through enjambed lines building up in the third stanza, for instance, as compared 

with the controlled quietness of the short sentences in the fourth stanza. Duwell 

argues that ‘Sanity is a balance, but it is a balance not just in the sense of a static, 

harmonious interplay of opposites—it is more like tightrope-walking.’ (Duwell 27). 

Duwell’s image of tightrope-walking can be applied also to way balance exists in 
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the poetic form itself. I suggest that the balance of ‘XV’, in alternating between 

bitter and hopeful tones, and from quiet control to rambling intensity, engages 

with the concept that language is a conflict or ‘agon’, whether that be within the 

speaker’s personal life or his understanding of the warring world. The agon can be 

read as the war of language and rhetoric—poetic versus political—and it is these 

metaphorically fiery sources that animate and activate the speaker, ‘whipping’ him 

into life. In this way, the balance of tones and intensities in the poetic form 

parallels the metaphorical tug-of-war between the dominance of political rhetoric 

and the prominence of poetic language.  

 

The agon Beaver refers to in the final stanza could also refer to Beaver’s struggle 

against Rilke in a kind of conflict or war of literature and verse. Analysing this 

poem, Owen-Jones argues: 

In keeping with the vocabulary of the passage from Malte, Beaver refers to war as a ‘competition’ 

between two ‘soap / and cereal kings’, and in a more subtle expression of Malte’s understanding 

of the period he describes, Beaver continues his theme of emotional and mental incoherence and 

paralysis. In the same section of the Notebooks, Malte says: ‘All men attempted both the thing and 

its opposite. All men cancelled themselves out: there was no such thing as action’ (229), while 

Beaver speaks about his own sense of catatonia, ‘How may I, tentatively sane, / comment upon a 

wider spread insanity?’ Structurally, Beaver uses the other poet’s attitude, typically considered 

remote, as an invitation to draw up a brief testament. He makes use of Rilke’s example, by 

disagreeing with it, in order to break through his own inability to speak. (Owen-Jones 185). 

In other words, in contrast with Rilke’s Malte, poetic utterance is a form of taking 

action against social wrongs, a concept consistent with the poetry of Australia’s ’68 

generation. Livio Dobrez, for instance, writes of the tendency in ’68 poetics for 

words to be imagined as powerful, unpredictable and destructive, even capable of 

causing death. (L Dobrez 201). For Beaver’s speaker, poetry is a key component in 

international and psychic wars, whether it be interpreted as a combatant, the 

battlefield, or the weapon itself. Both Rilke’s book and Beaver’s collection are 

fragmentary, autobiographical notes on the daily life of the writer—in both 

instances, poets. Early in Malte, the narrator says, ‘I have taken action against fear. I 

have sat all night and written; and now I am as agreeably tired as after a long walk 

over the fields of Ulsgaard.’ (Rilke 23). Later in the novel, the narrator moves from 

being the active agent of writing to its passive subject: ‘Despite my fear I am yet 
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like one standing before something great, and I remember that it was often like 

that in me before I began to write. But this time I shall be written. I am the 

impression that will change.’ (Rilke 52). Beaver’s poem acknowledges the 

inadequacy of poetic utterance (particularly that of one who is ‘tentatively sane’), 

and then goes on to attempt such action anyway.  

 

On the other hand, Rilke’s Malte initially observes that words are a medium for 

action, and later describes himself as a subject who is acted upon. Later still in the 

novel is the heart-rending passage:  

Given as you were to showing, a timelessly tragic poet, you had to translate this capillary action all 

at once into the most convincing gestures, into the most present things. Then you set about that 

unexampled act of violence in your work, which ever more impatiently, ever more desperately, 

sought equivalents among the visible for the inwardly seen. (Rilke 76). 

With the second person point of view enhancing the sense of distanced and 

depersonalised voice, Rilke evokes poetry as a ‘capillary action’ that seeks 

‘equivalents among the visible for the inwardly seen’, one that does so through an 

‘act of violence’. Subtly and by way of contrast, Beaver’s poem evokes international 

and individual crises through poetic language, yet without implying—at least in this 

poem—that poetry involves such violence or horror. Though Beaver writes that in 

another age, Rilke and he would have chronicled the bloody acts of their fellow 

men, reducing their ‘psyches to singing slaves’, he resists the ideas of his 

predecessors in the final stanza, calling to ‘Move on’ and to survive the wars of 

language that stir them into being, into life. Although psychosis is said to make one 

‘retired from life’, they are brought into life by the agon, the tension between 

Rilke’s thoughts on the inadequacies of poetry and Beaver’s ultimate conviction in 

poetry’s role in international and psychic war.  

 

XXV 

Another poem in Letters that deals subtly with the relationship between language, 

mental illness and poetry is ‘XXV’, a prose poem that details the speaker’s time on 

Philip Island, where he spent time writing poetry and doing labourer’s work with a 

friend. Unlike most of the other Letters, which focus on suburban life, ‘XXV’ is 
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pastoral, idealising island life and its detachment from the ugliness of human 

nature that can be found in cities. Madness (‘paranoiac months’) is associated with 

time on the island, yet so is the productive mode of writing, both of these 

conditions having the common ground of waiting for language, the ‘word to come 

and go.’ The poem is written in prose style; print versions having the occasional 

right-justified line, though online versions such as in Australian Poetry Library 

produce the poem as a block of prose. In print versions, the occasional right-

justified line interrupts what would otherwise be a blocklike prose poem, giving a 

sense of porousness that emulates the idea that the memory of the island and the 

illness dribbles through the memory of the speaker. Irrespective of how the words 

are laid out on the page or screen, the prose poetic style has a relaxed, fluid mood 

that resonates with its pastoral theme, in which the words can wash over readers, 

just as they washed over the paranoid writer on whom they are based on:  

 

You tell me of the nobility of toil, the stimulus of travel. 

For six years I sweated out my life as a surveyor’s labourer. 

What have I to show for it besides an ingrained masochism? 

A good part of three books of poems, a novel and two armsful 

of incipient skin cancer. I should be grateful for the books 

       and not too 

intolerant of the other. There is also on my chest a fungoid 

stigma. Nothing to do with surveying. A memento of an island where 

I spent five paranoiac months, dreaming of etceteras, waking  

to write words of another country. That island, a green salad on a  

vast blue plate, and I, a camouflaged crawler at the lettuce heart. 

(Beaver 49). 

  

The space of Philip Island works on both literal and figurative levels; it represents a 

physical place where Beaver went to write poetry, but it also represents the 

symbolic space of mental illness. The opening stanza introduces the image of a 

‘fungoid stigma’ on the speaker’s chest, ‘A memento of an island where / I spent 

five paranoiac months, dreaming of etceteras, waking / to write words of another 

country.’ The image of the ‘fungoid stigma’ combines the physical bacteria of 

fungus with the abstract, psychological concept of the stigma, suggesting that a 

bout of mental illness is physically carried like a scar (or fungus) on one’s chest. 
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Though the language up to this point has been quite prosaic, even pragmatic, the 

mention of the island coincides with a surreal, lethargic image of ‘dreaming of 

etceteras’. The dreams of ‘etceteras’ suggests that the dreams were vague and 

linguistically imprecise, but the speaker wakes to write ‘words of another country’, 

to turn his experiences—whether of suburban or sleeping life—into poetry, a vivid 

and precise art form. Beaver describes the island where he spent the ‘paranoiac 

months’ as a ‘green salad on a vast blue plate’, and refers to himself as the 

‘camouflaged crawler at the lettuce heart’, envisaging his being as a lowly and 

destructive insect of some kind. The image is reminiscent of insect imagery 

elsewhere in the collection, and as I have argued above, insects have been 

connoted in Letters with a presence of mind, an urgency of being. In this way, 

Beaver associates the period of paranoia and illness with a presence of being, a 

vitality stripped of human pretensions, but it is also one in which he seems to be 

‘camouflaged’, relieved of the burden of being seen.  

 

Unlike other poems in Letters which are largely set in the suburbs of Sydney, 

Beaver’s ‘XXV’ presents the speaker as a tourist of a pastoral society, one who 

comes to heal, write, and depart with a ‘memento’ of mental illness in his chest. 

For Katherine C. Little, who wrote on the pastoral mode in medieval poetry, the 

ecclesiastical pastoral is ‘concerned with rural laborers or with using rural laborers 

to represent something else, whether priests or lovers.’ (Little 7). In this poem by 

Beaver, the poet and his friend are figured as rural labourers in a temporary sense, 

but they also represent writers, intellectual labourers. They occupy a liminal space 

between physical and intellectual labour; on the island they milk the cow and paint 

the roof, but they do so at their leisure, doing ‘only what we wanted to do.’ In yet 

another capacity, Beaver’s pastoral speaker represents the madman or paranoiac, 

depressive figure, who retreats into the country for healing or, alternatively, whose 

illness coincides with entering the rural environment. The ‘fungoid stigma’ on the 

speaker’s chest is a memento of the time spent on this island, a symbol of his 

paranoia and depression. The speaker’s time on the island is also associated with 

the liminal space of being between utterance, suspended in language as he waits for 

the ‘veils to lift, the word to come and go’. In place of a rural labourer, who takes 

agency of one’s physical surrounds, is a speaker who is largely passive, waiting for 
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language to visit him as a kind of muse, so he can write of this ‘other country’, 

mental illness. This space of being in limbo and passively waiting for language 

suggests that in states of paranoia or depression, the speaker is not an agent of 

language, but is subject to it.  

 

The unstable boundaries between country and city, and between insanity and 

sanity, resonate too in the hybrid form in which ‘XXV’ is written: the prose poem. 

The prose poem appears like a fragment, just as Beaver’s illness, period of writing, 

and time on the island are fragmentary within the context of his life. Steven Monte 

argues,  

Prose poetry must arise in a milieu in which prose and poetry exist in some sort of 

opposition. Furthermore, the continued existence of prose poetry as a literary kind 

would be predicated on such an opposition, though perhaps a modified or even very 

different version of the original one. Prose poetry has both formal and historical 

dimensions, neither of which alone describes the abstraction. Instead, they point to 

tensions in the term and its instability as a category. (Monte 23).  

Monte notes the various names for prose-poem-like genres: promenades, Choses vues, 

memories, rhapsodies, Propos de table, Rondeaux parisiens, impressions, Intermèdes 

lycanthropiques, nights, Petits Chateâux. He observes, ‘(T)he labels often suggest 

vagueness, freedom from constraints, and open-endedness—all figured as 

necessary for articulating the experiences of a life in flux.’ (Monte 48). Invoking the 

prose poem’s ‘instability as a category’, Beaver hints that categories of illness and 

health, country and city, are not so disparate and in fact seep into one another: 

 

A friend and I agreed to oversee his absent brother’s old 

Estate. Twenty squares of decaying mansion near the aerodrome. 

The front verandah new, the rest of the house falling apart, 

       the back 

past reconditioning. We lived and wrote on the chain-long 

       glassed-in verandah 

like two bugs on a slide. For exercise we built a fence of saplings 

round the old estate. Then he took to gardening while I painted 
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       the roof. 

We did only what we wanted to do. He milked the cow. I gathered 

       guavas. 

We visited ancient maiden ladies in retirement. One or two younger 

married women behind their clay-foot husbands eyed us hopefully. 

By the second month we’d written both our books and the locals 

       had us 

pegged for honeymooners. I sulked in a red haze of conjunctivitis 

while he rewrote, retyped, reread. Our cats increased and multiplied 

until the garden seemed lousy with kittens. For three more months 

       I waited for the 

veils to lift, the word to come and go. The days were mauve shot 

       through 

with white, ghostly gannets. The nights were honey-scented under 

       a web of 

cloud and a spider moon that hung and quivered, vibrating the dark.  

       The radio 

Picked up Indian music from Fiji. Outside the trees were hung with 

Spanish moss. The place was haunted with broken convicts’ ghosts 

       and the mad 

wives of government clerks. One day I saw the raw, red hide of Philip 

Island, stripped and gnawed by a rash of rabbits, glare before me 

       like a 

radium burn. I came back with an itching fungus on my chest. 

To this day it gauges my depressive phases with the precision of  

an egg-timer. The sands of those months have long ago dribbled out. 

       The itch 

of something yet unrealized remains. New poems? Island wives? 

(Beaver 50). 

 

This vague open-endedness is encapsulated in the final lines of ‘XXV’, where ‘the 

itch of something unrealised remains’, the ineffable experiences and memories of 

the island lingering in the mind of the speaker. By choosing to write the poem in 

prose, Beaver defamiliarises the language of the poem and the experience it 

conveys, setting it apart from other poems in the collection. On one hand the 

prose form slows down the reading, simulating the relaxed way of life on the 

island. On the other hand, the prose style sets apart the poem from others in the 

collection; rather than remembering wellness or evoking illness, this poem forms a 
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memory of a time marked by illness, and it remembers this ‘other country’ in a 

fluid, dreamlike style.  

 

Speaking of the ‘dream narrative’ in the American prose poem, Michel Delville 

writes that the Baudelairean ideal of the prose poem is ‘a form freed from the 

constraints of metrical verse, one which is capable of reproducing the “actual” 

movement of consciousness and accommodating the capricious narrative logic of 

the dream mind.’ (Delville 22). Delville argues that for prose poets, the ‘formal 

ambiguity of the prose poem—which parallels the dualism of conscious and 

unconscious, reason and intuition, manifest and latent meaning of the 

dreamscape—was […] an ideal medium for a “liberation” of the language of prose 

from the fetters of reason.’ (Delville 47). Beaver’s ‘XXV’ also marks a liminal space 

and time where the speaker was suspended between a productive writing streak 

and being unable to write, waiting for the ‘word to come and go.’ Caught between 

sanity and insanity, between physical labour and intellectual work, the island is also 

a place in which one is suspended between possibilities of poetic utterance and the 

implications of absolute silence. Beaver’s prose poem represents a space of 

linguistic utterance, yet the speaker remains cognisant of the limitations and 

inadequacies of poetic expression. For instance, although the speaker retreats to 

the island to ‘write words of another country’, by the time he leaves, something 

‘unrealised remains’. In other words, the act of expression is not comprehensive, 

and the poem suggests that both life and art leave something ineffable, 

unexplained.  

 

In addition to this lack of resolution in Beaver’s ‘XXV’, there is a circularity to the 

poem’s form and content. Prose poet Charles Simic’s suggestion that the form 

‘circles back on itself’ is relevant to Beaver’s poem, which circles from city to 

country and back again, and from sanity to insanity and back again. (qtd. in Delville 

1998: 172). The poem’s circularity is also apparent in its self-referential nature; the 

poem is the act of utterance, yet it is aware of itself as such, drawing attention to 

the writing process, the books that he and his friend were writing. For Margueritte 
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S. Murphy, who wrote on the genre in her book, A Tradition of Subversion, a trope of 

the prose poem that is distinctly Baudelairean is that of escape, flight: 

(M)any pieces end either with the desire to flee the composed scene or despair at the impossibility 

of such escape. The often mythical, legendary, or dreamlike settings are another manifestation of 

the desire to go beyond. Many of the poems evoke foreign lands (the Orient, Italy, Spain, 

Holland) or past eras … These exotic settings at times serve as elaborate decoration, at others in 

ironic opposition to sordid modernity, but most tellingly when most rarefied: the artist is trapped 

in his own invented tableau. (Murphy 18). 

The sense of fleeing a composed scene, followed by an ensuing sensation of 

enclosure and the ‘impossibility of such escape’, is one that is invoked by Beaver in 

‘XXV’. Readers may discern in the speaker a ‘desire to go beyond’, but as with the 

expression of the ineffable in poetry, this is ultimately inadequate, it falls short. The 

exotic setting of the island yields quirky and humorous moments, such as the 

island wives eyeing off Beaver’s speaker and his friend, but ultimately it shows that 

the speaker is trapped within the island like a ‘bug on a slide’, just as he is trapped 

in the figurative ‘walls’ of the prose poem. This prose poem, like many others, 

inhabits a strange paradox: though it assumes a self-contained appearance, it also 

resists closure or finality. Margueritte S. Murphy analyses this quality:  

This “fragmentary” aspect may well stem from the fundamental tension of the prose poem—the 

suggestion and subversion of traditional prose genres. This tension creates textual cul-de-sac; the 

text never realizes generic completion since its genre is necessarily divided against itself. Yet its 

blocklike appearance seems to imply some wholeness unto itself, and encouraged comparisons 

with painting, as if the prose poem were a canvas and hence an aesthetic “object,” framed by the 

white margins of the page. (Murphy 66). 

Ending with a humorous question regarding ‘Island Wives’, illusion and ambiguity 

have the last word, as do many prose poems that commonly end with a question. 

(Murphy 19). Though the poem ends on a tongue-in-cheek and comical note, the 

use of a question at its ending reinforces the uncertainty of the mentally ill 

experience, the unboundedness of travel, and the liminal nature of the prose poetry 

form.  
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XXVII 

Although not all of the poems in Letters to Live Poets are written to an addressee, the 

next poem in the collection, ‘XXVII’, self-consciously assumes the style of a letter 

that could be for a specific or general recipient. The opening line, ‘I write this to 

you while spaghetti / is softening for the evening meal’, could be for a specific live 

poet or to the general creative reader, but the end of the first stanza hints that the 

recipient is waiting in pain for a doctor, suggesting that the opening of the poem is 

directed at someone in particular. It is unclear, however, who the recipient is—it 

could be Beaver’s wife, Brenda, a friend of Beaver’s, or a fellow poet. In any case, 

the conversational tone belies the seriousness of the subject matter; it is a poem 

about the struggle for physical and mental survival. In exploring this fight for 

survival, Beaver celebrates the role of the poet or ‘makar’, a role that serves as an 

anchor for his existence and his sanity:  

  I write this to you while spaghetti 

  is softening for the evening meal. 

  No attempt at profundity  

  you’ll notice. Today in the sear and moil 

  of the city’s noonday streets I felt 

  unwell and remembered that you 

  were waiting patiently and in some  

  ironical pain for your doctor to 

  recuperate from an operation. 

 

  Most of us toss ill-health 

  to and fro among our fellows 

  not all that playfully. 

  You unwind, rewind the rough and knotted skein 

  of your discomfort from the high-backed 

  chair of something like self-containment. 

  I know you will laugh at this and comment 

  ‘Why, I’m the most dependent body.’ 

  Stating this as a simple fact 

  and not a cover. I mean that a poet’s 

  inward self is steadier  

  on its pedestal of being than, say … 

  yes, let’s say the doctor’s. 

  The doctor sees collapse, recovery 
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  always externally; 

  the poet, as concomitant with being. 

  (Beaver 52-53). 

 

The concept of mental illness sits in the background of this poem, yet is hinted at 

through concepts of ill-health and the psyche, and readers understand that Beaver’s 

suffering is linked in the collection to physical, mental and creative survival. Woven 

throughout ‘XXVII’ are images of the way a living poet, the addressee, deals with 

ill-health and suffering.  

 

In a sophisticated metaphor, Beaver’s addressee is said to ‘unwind, rewind the 

rough and knotted skein / of your discomfort from the high-backed / chair of 

something like self-containment.’ In other words, though suffering involves an 

unwinding and rewinding of one’s comfort, Beaver’s recipient oscillates between 

these two states in a way that retains—and contains—their sense of being. Beaver 

explains, ‘I mean that a poet’s / inward self is steadier / on its pedestal of being 

than, say … / yes, let’s say the doctor’s. / The doctor sees collapse, recovery / 

always externally; / the poet, as concomitant with being.’ The poet’s view of illness 

and wellness as a natural part of existence comes to be explored in ‘XXVII’, which 

becomes increasingly introspective, as well as reflective about the relationship 

between poetry and the nature of existence. In these lines, Beaver also turns a 

domestic image into a profound one; it is the recipient ‘you’ who is associated with 

the high-backed chair and the poet ‘I’ who appropriates this as the ‘pedestal of 

being’. In this way, Beaver gently hints that the creative reader is down-to-earth, 

yet the speaking poet is able to transform such quotidian images into lofty, 

profound ones. Martin Duwell discusses Beaver’s rapid changes of metaphor, 

suggesting that his throwaway style gives rise to pressure rather than figurative 

wisdom: 

 

The verbal fabric of the poems is rich in metaphor but they often have a cast-off quality that 

undercuts any incipient portentousness. Instead of being cherished and deployed carefully to 

provide climaxes, metaphors emerge rapidly and are as quickly dropped, not so much as though 

the poet had no faith in them, but rather as though the marker of poetic expressiveness could be 
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taken for granted. In other words the density of metaphoric utterance suggests pressure rather 

than the canny excretion of poetic pearls. (Duwell 27). 

By picking up metaphors and as quickly dropping them, Beaver builds pressure of 

images, which cascade over the reader without any sustained focus or extended 

conceit. As Duwell remarks, it is not conducive to the ‘excretion of poetic pearls’, 

and gives the poem a fickle, wandering quality that suggests that while the poet’s 

‘pedestal of being’ may be secure, the poem’s is unstable, constantly changing. 

Although ‘XXVII’ ultimately contends that poetry is immortal, this point in the 

poem depicts poetry as a transitory phenomenon, but one that secures and 

strengthens the poet’s inner being: 

 

You’ll gain (forgive me) more insight 

into things from this waiting. 

Waiting you’ll eventually savour 

new poetry with the flavour 

of fine moselle, good bread. You’ll view 

the timeless blue gaze of a late  

September zenith. You’ll forgive 

yourself for seeing. Insight may come  

to others as sunlight to a plastic  

flower. You’ll drink, eat and live 

with it until poems arrive 

and a healing. I’m not braying 

the ‘suffering ennobles’ bit, 

especially with my temples greying. 

To some suffering’s a dose of  

salts – to others, strychnine straight. 

(Beaver 53). 

 

 

In the third stanza, poetry becomes synonymous with understanding and insight, 

as the recipient is told that he or she will ‘savour / new poetry with the flavour / 

of fine moselle, good bread.’ Once again, while the initial metaphor is an ordinary, 

domestic image of consumption, this is followed up with an image that is deeper, 

more sublime: ‘You’ll view / the timeless blue gaze of a late / September zenith.’ 

The metaphors are layered in this stanza, and this third metaphor evokes the image 
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of a gaze reflecting back and forth, much like the epistolary process, or like the 

process of writing and reading.  

 

While the recipient will be able to see this gaze of September zenith, Beaver 

suggests that insight only comes to others as ‘sunlight to a plastic flower’; it will 

reach them, but it will not be absorbed. Though the food metaphor and the 

absorbed sunlight metaphor are disparate, they share the characteristic that they 

involve assimilating something that is other into and within the body. The first 

metaphor is about unwinding and rewinding the constitution of self (as on a high-

backed chair), the second metaphor is about consumption and absorption, and the 

third is about power over other things, such as nature, names, etc. The subject has 

increased power as the poem progresses, until it is finally able to ‘christen 

individual blades of grass’, ‘make new names for lizards’, and ‘listen to stars living 

and dying.’ Craig Powell argues that as Beaver’s work develops, he celebrates ‘his 

role as a poet and “makar”—not necessarily a prophet with super-human 

knowledge, but a man involved with creativity in a destructive age.’ (Powell 1968: 

13). In Beaver’s ‘XXVII’, the poet speaker entertains the idea that they have 

prophetic, godlike powers, but then dismisses this for a more modest definition of 

the poet: one who uses language to celebrate life. In doing so, Beaver adopts and 

replaces metaphors, illustrating the ephemerality of poetic language and its capacity 

to signify several meanings at the same time.  

 

Beaver’s ‘XXVII’ also uses more rhyme and alliteration as it progresses; as he 

begins to reflect on the nature of poetry, the text becomes more consciously 

poetic. Apart from the occasional half rhyme in the first two stanzas (‘meal’/ 

‘moil’; ‘containment’ / ‘comment’), the first half of ‘XXVII’ is relatively free of 

these sonic techniques, with a conversational tone that corresponds to the 

domestic, quotidian content. The end rhyme begins to build in the third stanza 

(‘savour’ / ‘flavour’; ‘braying’ / ‘greying’), just as the poetic speaker begins to write 

of poetry as something that is consumed and internalised.  As readers consume and 

digest the poem, Beaver tells his addressee, the creative reader, ‘You’ll drink, eat 

and live / with it until poems arrive /and a healing.’ With Beaver’s use of rhyme, a 

healing arrives, as the self-deprecating humour of the ‘braying / greying’ couplet 
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releases the poem’s nervous tension. Discussing his use of rhyme in an interview 

with Thomas Shapcott, Beaver explained, 

the interesting thing was that I think the strongest influence from (Robert) Lowell was that my 

original draft had no rhymes, but I’d read that Lowell sometimes stuck Rhymes on: and it worked. 

I’d never worked this way before. When I was writing rhymed verse, they came. And they were 

damned hard in coming, too. But what I now did was (and this was harder still) I tried to put in 

half rhymes and rhymes at the end of certain lines, you know, to give it a kind of integrity that I 

felt was lacking; it was a little bit too loose. These worked very well, I think; and also, the letters 

can be scanned. But the base of technical inspiration was not solely Life Studies, but the late 19th 

century Odes of people like Patmore and Thompson. Irregular Odes, that’s the term. It’s not 

terribly modern in any way at all. (Shapcott 1976: 44). 

Given these comments, it is likely that Beaver put the rhymes into ‘XXVII’ in a 

second or later draft, tightening up the sonic patterns, reducing the conversational 

tone, and heightening the poetic register. The rhyme lightens the mood as the 

poem progresses, so that while Beaver is making a claim for the power of poetry 

over one’s health and being, he simultaneously suggests that poetry shouldn’t be 

taken too seriously: 

 

Once, younger, I believed 

catharsis was good for the soul. Later 

now, I wonder what the soul’s  

good for. Nothing I could name. 

I mean, call it psyche and give it  

Five and a bit subtilized senses 

as an extension of the body, 

it’s a convenient thing to blame 

for a bloated self and a withered wit. 

Jung says somewhere: psyche is existent, 

it is even existence itself. 

That’s ok if you’re going to do something with it. 

Like writing poems, for a start. 

Maybe I can name one of its uses 

after all. Psychically 

we apprehend what seems a poem 

of creativity and pass 

the buck on a demiurge. We christen 

individual blades of grass 
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and make new names for lizards. We listen 

to stars living and dying. At odds, 

we’re still no go-betweens for the gods 

but a grand parade of glory, glory 

glory to the stuff of life. 

And that means (incomprehensibly) 

before and after what it sometimes 

metaphorically seems to be. 

(Beaver 53-54).  

 

Though acknowledging the influence of poetry over a poet’s identity, the poem’s 

rhyming form reassures readers that poetry is also a comforting, non-threatening 

presence. When asked by Shapcott whether imposing a rhyme structure in Letters to 

Live Poets paid off in unexpected ways, Beaver replied, 

Yes. Utterly. I wasn’t at all sure. But, looking back at the first drafts of the Letters, they are more 

prosaic. This enjambment business – the line ending – is very important. Modern verse is 

fantastically dependent on enjambment to either modify, buck, kick or hop into the following 

line; and I found that the rhyme, as it had worked with Lowell on a smaller scale, worked for 

myself. It catapulted readers into the next line, or it modified in some form, pulled them up: 

nouns and verbs both had this effect. The book was written in the first state obsessionally, rather 

frenetically, but with the ardent desire to make one clear, single, readable statement before I 

stopped writing altogether. That’s why I think the book has worked. (Shapcott 1976: 44). 

In the final stanza, end-rhyme has intensified, woven with patterns such as ‘name / 

blame’, ‘wit / it’, ‘christen / listen’, ‘pass / grass’, ‘odds / gods’, ‘incomprehensibly 

/ be’. The earlier rhymes of ‘name / blame’ and ‘wit / it’ accentuate the self-

effacing humour of those particular lines, where Beaver jokes that the psyche is a 

‘convenient thing to blame / for a bloated self and a withered wit.’ Yet the sonic 

patterns become more poignant towards the end of the stanza, where enjambed, 

sibilant rhymes such as ‘christen / listen’, ‘pass / grass’ create a hushed and 

reverent attitude towards the activities and practices of poets. The next pair of 

rhyming words, and the penultimate for the poem, is ‘At odds, / we’re still no go-

betweens for the gods…’ which evokes a staccato, plosive effect that brings the 

role of poets back down to a humble position. Beaver utilises sound and rhyme in 

this poem to oscillate between the idea that poets are oracular, even omniscient 

‘makars’, and the idea that they are merely a ‘parade of glory, glory, / glory to the 

stuff of life.’ The rhymes are variously enjambed or end-stopped; ‘name’ is end-
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stopped but ‘blame’ enjambs into the next line, and likewise with ‘wit’ and ‘it’. This 

combination creates a sophisticated, unpredictable pattern, and the end-stopped 

rhymes pull the reader up short, so that they appreciate the full force of the self-

effacing humour. Alternatively, for the deeper reflections on poetry and the 

psyche, the rhymes enjamb into the next line, propelling the reader forwards and 

softening the sound pattern, allowing the role of poets to be apprehended more 

seriously.  

 

The final rhyming pattern of ‘XXVII’—‘glory / incomprehensibly / metaphorically 

/ be’—centres upon Beaver’s contemplation of the capabilities of poetry and the 

psyche, and the way this has implications for the creation of meaning. After 

reflecting on the role of poets, considering them in a godlike capacity, but also as 

‘no go-betweens for the gods’, Beaver ends the poem with, ‘And that means 

(incomprehensibly) / before and after what it sometimes / metaphorically seems 

to be.’ In these final lines, Beaver acknowledges that, incomprehensibly and 

perhaps irrationally, the metaphors within his poem can mean two things 

simultaneously. That is, there is a meaning before the comparison activates, and 

there is a meaning after the reader or poet-author processes the metaphor. Beaver 

is also self-consciously making light of the poetic process, both of writing and 

reading. The final lines are difficult to process, with its successive qualifications 

(‘before and after what it sometimes’), a phrase that mimics the opacity that the 

poetic process often involves. Apprehending the reader’s intention to make sense 

or meaning out of the poem, Beaver concludes by saying that the metaphors can 

be read either literally or figuratively, and that they can somehow mean both at the 

same time. Another reading is that the celebration of life, this ‘parade’, means ‘what 

it sometimes metaphorically seems to be’ before and after life itself. This idea 

resonates with Beate Josephi’s comment that Beaver’s letters are ‘attempts of the 

poet to prove to himself that the “living word” (Sec. XXIV), the creative mind, still 

exists and will always exist, even surviving poets’ deaths …’ (Josephi 1978: 64-67). 

For Beaver, a poem celebrating life means the same thing before life and after life, 

and this is the point in the collection that builds the idea that the creative mind is 

immortal, that it will continue to ‘mean’ and signify beyond the deaths of the letter-

writer and the recipient.  
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Conclusion 

Bruce Beaver’s Letters to Live Poets forged new ground in Australian poetry upon its 

publication in 1969. Adopting a confessional tone, the collection explores exalted 

and despairing mental states, having been written feverishly in a period following 

the poet’s hospitalisation in a psychiatric ward. While Beaver was a leading figure 

in the Generation of ’68, who tended to present language as both empowering and 

destructive, the epistolary nature of Letters allows the speaker to access both real 

and literary realms, bridging divides between actuality and language. In ‘XXVI’ for 

instance, the UFO poem that details the speaker’s bizarre delusions, Beaver uses a 

dramatic arc and a moment of false epiphany to suggest that severe psychic states 

such as psychosis are as tenuous and changeable as the poetic medium. Using 

states of ambivalence and negative capability, Beaver shows that the contradictory 

and paradoxical qualities of psychosis are best encapsulated by poetry, as they 

cannot be resolved by disciplines such as science. In the poem set just outside the 

psychiatric ward, ‘XII’, and through the intertextual allusions in this poem, the 

speaker is portrayed as retreating into realms of textuality as he retreats into his 

illness. Beaver associates poetic expression with both life and death, hinting that 

like psychosis, poetry has a complicated relationship with the lyric subject.  

 

The paper seller poem, ‘XIII’, projects the speaker and paper seller’s identities as 

composed of the textual medium they are each associated with, showing that their 

psychic states are intrinsically connected to language. By weaving these two 

discrete figures into two parts of one Tiresias, the psychic pain of Tiresias conjures 

both self-expression and self-destruction, and so Beaver implies that their 

relationship with language involves inner tension and conflict. ‘XV’ invokes the 

idea of psychosis as parallel to external international wars, and sets up poetic 

language as a weapon or defence in such wars. Beaver suggests that psychic injuries 

are sustained due to these wars of language, and thus presents psychiatric illness as 

a linguistic phenomenon. The prose poem ‘XXV’ associates illness with a presence 

of being, where one is relieved of the burden of being seen, and the hybrid form 

reinforces the suspended state of limbo, where the speaker is not an agent of 
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language, but is subject to it. As the form is caught between poetry and prose, the 

speaker too is caught between illness and health, and between language and silence. 

‘XXVII’ explores the addressee or living poet’s management of ill-health and 

suffering, depicting poetry as a transitory phenomenon that can strengthen one’s 

inner being. Using increased rhyme and alliteration as it progresses, ‘XXVII’ has 

the effect of simultaneously elevating the poet to lofty heights, whilst also 

suggesting that poetry is human, ordinary, and quotidian. As a result of my analysis 

of these poems and considering the relationship between the mentally ill speaking 

subject and his conception of poetry, it becomes apparent that language is not just 

empowering or destructive, but is actually shaped by, composed of, and 

intrinsically connected to, psychic suffering. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

‘Extraordinary hallucinations’: Michael Dransfield and the 

Fragility of the Lyric Subject 

 

Introduction 

The poetry of Michael Dransfield (1948-1973) forms a crucial part of this thesis on 

the mentally ill subject in Australian poetry, as Dransfield often wrote candidly 

about drug-induced hallucinations, psychiatric wards, and the oscillation between 

inflated and collapsed identities. Dransfield was institutionalised in various 

hospitals in Canberra and Sydney, where he was treated for his health issues 

stemming from drug use. He eventually died at twenty-four from complications 

resulting from a heroin overdose, cutting short a prolific poetic career that saw the 

publication of three poetry collections during his lifetime and later, three 

posthumous collections. Of the three subjects of this thesis, Dransfield was the 

most experimental and avant-garde, with some arguing that his poetics veers into 

the realm of postmodernism. I aim to offer some background into his drug use, his 

philosophy that imagination and reality were intertwined, and his role as an 

emerging postmodern writer in 1960s and 70s Australian poetry. These conditions 

allowed for the development of a lyric speaker who oscillated from being an 

assertive, Romantic and expanding subject, to diminishing to the point of death or 

non-existence. Further to this oscillation between expansion and diminishment, 

Dransfield often engaged with ideas of solipsism—the concept that the subject is 

the only thing that exists—yet he regularly undermined this idea with notions that 

the subject was merely imaginary. In this chapter, I will argue that Dransfield’s 

experimental, avant-garde style presents a subject that is composed of the language 

that he speaks, and so the more fragmentary the lyric mode becomes, the more the 

subject is at risk of ontological disintegration. In creating a subject that is 

composed of language, I suggest that Dransfield makes a comment about the 

fragility of poetry, sanity, and the subject himself.  

 

Before analysing Dransfield’s poems and the relationship between language and 

the subject, a brief discussion of his life can elucidate the way Dransfield perceived 

subjectivity and language. First, I will take some time to discuss Dransfield’s 

relationship with drugs and the effect on his subjectivity, both in his life and in his 



	  138	  

writing. In her memoir The Green Bell, Dransfield’s friend and former fiancée Paula 

Keogh recalls that when Dransfield talked about drugs, he spoke ‘as if being high 

[was] like riding a wave to the edge of existence’. (Keogh 123). Although this is 

Keogh’s account of him rather than his account of himself, drugs seemed to have a 

powerful effect on Dransfield’s subjectivity, and this act of playing with the 

boundary between existence and non-existence is one that emerges in his writing. 

Drugs also represented a way in which the boundary between reality and fantasy 

could be crossed, and Livio Dobrez, author of Parnassus Mad Ward: Michael 

Dransfield and the New Australian Poetry, argues that for Dransfield, ‘the drug 

experience is a source of images and [is] therefore indistinguishable from poetry’. 

(L Dobrez 395). Dobrez suggests that Dransfield also saw poetry as suicidal and 

destructive as drugs, and that terminal addiction becomes the ‘most concrete of all 

images of solipsistic despair’. Dransfield’s institutionalisation as an addict is 

fundamentally different to that of Webb and Beaver, as his issues stemming from 

drug use allows for his Romantic/Symbolist interpretation of madness as forms of 

escape, of creative liberty. In Dransfield scholarship, poetry and drugs are 

associated with the generation of images, but they are also associated with the 

subject’s erosion to a state of non-existence. (L Dobrez 395). This idea that poetry 

and drugs share an ability to both expand and liberate the subject, and to diminish 

and destroy the subject, is one that I will build upon in my chapter. In particular, I 

aim to probe into exactly what it is about the poetic language that emulates the 

kind of expansion and diminishment that is otherwise achieved via drugs.  

 

Related to Dransfield’s drug use, to his act of crossing between borders of fantasy 

and reality, was his tendency to ‘imagineer’, what his biographer Patricia Dobrez 

describes as ‘transporting himself … into virtual reality scenes of past, present and 

future as if it were the most natural thing in the world’. (P Dobrez 436). Dobrez 

argues that Dransfield practised living as a form of poetry and poetry as a form of 

living, a comment that reinforces Dransfield’s investment in textual worlds, as well 

as his tendency to fictionalise his lived experience. An example is Dransfield’s 

invention of Courland Penders, a mythological family house that was an 

amalgamation of houses he actually lived in, in country New South Wales, and of 

imagined and possibly real houses of his ancestors. (Kinsella 2003: 144). John 

Kinsella notes that like drugs, Courland Penders represents escape and traversal, 
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and Livio Dobrez says the house is ‘not a place for hard-edge realities.’ (Kinsella 

2003: 144; L Dobrez 1990: 374). This fusion of real life and fantasy worlds is 

apparent in Dransfield’s 1969 letter to Thomas Shapcott, where he wrote: ‘Illusion 

is the substance of reality …But reality is the substance of illusion.’ (P Dobrez 

358). This idea that Dransfield views reality and illusion as intertwined and 

mutually constituted is echoed by Patricia Dobrez in her biography, Michael 

Dransfield’s Lives, where she claims, ‘A major aim of this biography is to show that 

he also practised living as a form of poetry, that is, as something invented.’ (P 

Dobrez 55-56). The effect of this entwinement is twofold: first, we get the 

impression that Dransfield sometimes takes art literally, that he ‘reads’ art and 

literature as something that has distinct relevance to lived experience. On the other 

hand, for Dransfield’s poetic subject, lived experience is so hallucinatory and 

unfamiliar that it bears more resemblance to fiction or art, than it does to reality. In 

his life as an artist, Dransfield was often accused of ‘self-mythologising’, and Geoff 

Page noted that ‘the poetry and personality of Michael Dransfield have always been 

too closely linked’. (P Dobrez 22). In Paula Keogh’s memoir, she makes the 

comment that Dransfield ‘creates experimental selves and merges with them for 

the sake of a fuller exploration of what it is to be alive.’ (Keogh 105). By toying 

with the boundary of fiction and reality, Dransfield seems to expand his 

subjectivity to encompass that of others, including those of imagined and real 

selves.  

 

These imagined and real selves, both in Dransfield’s life and in his writing, give rise 

to what Felicity Plunkett calls a ‘fluid subjectivity’ or defiance against being 

categorised. (Plunkett 1996-97: 175). Plunkett cites Dransfield as saying, ‘I am as a 

poem, irregularly composed’, a comment that foregrounds Dransfield’s belief that 

the inconsistencies in his personal identity were echoed in the irregularities of his 

poetry. (Plunkett 1996-97: 175). However, more than a fluid subjectivity or 

identity, Dransfield’s subject is at risk of dissolution, a vanishing of mind itself. (L 

Dobrez 369). Livio Dobrez comments that in Dransfield’s work, subjectivity can 

‘slip away as in an LSD experience, but it may also go out of focus, stretch, become 

multiple’. (L Dobrez 98). Here, Dobrez highlights the complex situation facing 

Dransfield’s lyric subject; its subjectivity can expand but it can also diminish. This 

flux is registered by Patricia Dobrez, who argues that the phenomenon of 
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subjectivity in sixties poetry such as Dransfield’s, ‘evokes precisely the booby-

trapped territory of postmodernity, applying the view zoom to the complex 

manoeuvres of the subject as it seeks to maintain a semblance of itself, negotiates a 

peace, or is set on self-destruct.’ (P Dobrez 20). In other words, Patricia Dobrez 

identifies a postmodern crisis in Dransfield’s fluctuations between self-assertion 

and self-destruction. Patricia Dobrez writes, ‘By constructing identity as fissionable 

Dransfield was writing himself into the crisis of New Australia’, an Australia that 

was discovering postmodernism, through avenues such as ’68 generation poetics. 

(P Dobrez 254-55). Patricia Dobrez contends at the end of her biography that 

Dransfield was ultimately the victim of postmodernity, accepting his own personal 

fragmentation in his competing and contradictory selves. (P Dobrez 514). While I 

don’t seek in this chapter to analyse the significance of Dransfield’s actual demise, 

the framework of postmodernity is useful in my analysis of the poems and their 

construction of a subject in flux. On this point, Nick Mansfield’s analysis of 

postmodern subjectivity is pertinent, where he says that postmodernism celebrates 

‘the mix of excitement and desperation, of ecstasy and self-destruction, of accident 

as both disaster and opportunity’. (Mansfield 168). It is this ambivalent subjectivity 

that I aim to analyse in Dransfield’s poetry, with a view to uncovering parallels 

between poetic language and lyric subject.  

 

 

Dransfield scholars have commented upon this ambivalence or flux within the 

subject, particularly Livio Dobrez who writes of Dransfield’s poetry in terms of 

what he calls ‘a dialectic of amplitude and containment’. (L Dobrez 22). The notion 

of amplitude is the sounding of the heroic note in the poetry, corresponding to 

what Felicity Plunkett calls a ‘self-aggrandising urge’, while containment refers to a 

sense of limitation or fragmentation, or what Plunkett calls a ‘nihilistic impulse’. 

(Plunkett 1996-97: 176). Livio Dobrez contends that the oscillation between these 

poles of subjectivity results in a ‘caged Romanticism’, which involves affirmation 

of ‘a Romantic absolute only to deny it with existential doubt, down-to-earth 

sense’. (L Dobrez 22). For the purposes of my chapter, I am interested in this flux 

between a subject that alternately regards himself as everything and nothing—first 

comprising the entire world and then rendered non-existent within it. I will 

consider Dransfield’s representation of the poetic subject as, at various points in 
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his poetry, the only thing which can be said to exist (i.e. solipsistic), submerged in 

language and the literary text (i.e. literary), or disappearing due to the influence of 

drugs or psychosis (i.e. non-existent). Building on the ideas of Plunkett and 

Dobrez, I suggest that in representing a subject caught between extremes of being 

and nothingness, Dransfield makes a meta-commentary on the qualities of poetic 

language; it too is, by turns, fragile and enduring.    

 

For this chapter, I have selected poems that on some level represent a loss of 

contact with reality, whether through the mention of hallucinations, psychiatric 

wards, or the more subtle interplay between worlds of fantasy and reality. The 

poems I have selected are not necessarily the obvious ones to choose from 

Dransfield’s oeuvre, and there are many more that could have been included. 

Noticeable omissions include what have been identified as Dransfield’s ‘drug 

poems’, or poems about drug experiences, such as ‘Bum’s Rush’ and ‘That which 

we call a rose’. I have also left out the many poems written in psychiatric hospital 

M Ward in Canberra, poems that deal quite explicitly with the loss of contact with 

reality and the effects of illness and institutionalisation. However, I have selected 

this combination of six poems—namely ‘Chopin ballade’, ‘Parnassus mad ward’, 

‘Birthday ballad, Courland Penders’, ‘Madness systems’, ‘Studio IV’ and ‘Chaconne 

for a solipsist’—because they each explore the relationship between fantasy worlds, 

subject dissolution, and an immersion in textuality. In other words, each of these 

poems explore the experience of losing touch with reality in a way that comments 

on the significance of poetry and literature. This particular selection of texts allows 

me to argue that there is a relationship in Dransfield’s poetry between experiences 

of psychiatric distress and the blurred boundaries between reality and illusion. In 

considering this relationship with close textual analysis, I am able to comment on 

what the poetry can tell us about the psychically distressed subject, and what the 

lyric subject can tell us about poetic language. I have chosen, also, to structure the 

poems in the order in which they were conceived, written and published, beginning 

with poems from Dransfield’s first collection Streets of the Long Voyage, and 

concluding with poems that were published posthumously. Part of the reason for 

this choice is that ordered in this way, the poetic analysis parallels Dransfield’s 

breakdown in health and increasing identification with fantasy worlds, with living 

life as a poem. Putting the poems in this order also shows Dransfield’s increasing 
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identification with the lyric subject as a fictional invention, an identification which 

builds up to the situation in ‘Chaconne for a solipsist’, where the subject oscillates 

between asserting that he encompasses all known identities, and then asserting that 

he has no identity. A major line of reasoning for my chapter is that lyric subject 

and poetic language are mutually constituted, and this selection of poems allows 

me to argue that the more experimental the poetry becomes, the higher the risk of 

the subject’s instability.  

 

Chopin Ballade 

Dransfield’s ‘Chopin ballade’, written between 1964 and 1967 and published in his 

first collection The Streets of the Long Voyage (1970), creates a network of images and 

phrases associated with writing and poetry, as well as a loss of contact with reality. 

‘Chopin ballade’ depicts a subject who suffers from hallucinations, and who 

oscillates between identity dissolution and an expansion of his sense of being. As 

in many Dransfield poems, language and subject have a mutual influence on each 

other, and so the subject appears to expand and diminish with the parts in the 

poem that imagine the growth and diminishment of language. ‘Chopin ballade’ 

represents severe psychological crisis as well as the conception of poetry, 

constructing insanity and poetic inspiration in parallel to one another. This poem is 

about the process of sublimating poetry into an artful piece of music, which is 

compared to the process of having hallucinations. In poetry, a ‘ballade’ refers to 

one of three formes fixes, a form of medieval and Renaissance French poetry, which 

is comprised of 28 lines of octosyllables, i.e. three eight-line stanzas rhyming 

ababbcbC and a four-line envoi rhyming bcbC. (Greene et al 118-19). At first 

glance of Dransfield’s ‘Chopin ballade’, it is evident that this poem does not 

assume this structure, and it appears that the title refers to the musical ballade 

form, as seen in Frederic Chopin’s compositions. In classical music, the ballade 

refers to the setting of a literary ballad to a one movement instrumental piece with 

lyrical and dramatic qualities. Rather than setting a literary ballad to a piece of 

music, ‘Chopin ballade’ involves setting a piece of music to a one-stanza lyric 

poem.  

 

In referring to Frédéric Chopin in the title, the poem draws upon contextual 

information surrounding the Polish composer, who is said to have experienced 
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hallucinations and melancholy during his final illness. The poem recruits Romantic 

iconography (‘lattice of parchment’, ‘goblet’, ‘quill of crystal’), and a potential 

reading is that it is addressed to Chopin, transporting modern readers back to the 

nineteenth century in which the composer created his art and suffered from his 

visions. An alternative reading is that Dransfield is re-casting his own creative 

poetic process in parallel to or even transposed onto the imagined experience of 

Chopin. As Patricia Dobrez wrote in her biography, ‘Dransfield easily took to 

postmodern “Imagineering”, transporting himself, with or without the help of 

drugs, into virtual reality scenes of past, present and future as if it were the most 

natural thing in the world …’ (P Dobrez 397). Dransfield engages the spirit of 

Chopin, known by some as a ‘poet of the piano’, and in whose music J. Cuthbert 

Hadden argues that there is something of the spirit of Keats and Shelley:  

 

Chopin’s world, like Shelley’s, is a region ‘where music and moonlight and feeling are one’ – a 

fairy realm where nothing seems familiar. Both look upon a night of ‘cloudless climes and starry 

skies.’ The warmth, the spirituality, the colour of the romance spirit is in the one as in the other. 

We note the ethereal grace of both, the beautiful images, the exquisite, if sometimes far-drawn 

fancies. (Hadden 146).  

 

However, Chopin as a symbol is not associated merely with romance and beauty, 

but his music has also been associated with ideas of illness and psychic distress. 

(Hadden 148). In utilising the image of Chopin and in naming his poem a ‘Chopin 

ballade’, Dransfield recalls the art of magnificent, romantic music, whilst also 

foregrounding that the poem will echo the music’s tone of melancholic ill-health. 

In combining the generative, creative concept of poetry with degenerative concepts 

of illness and hallucination, Dransfield establishes tension that ultimately erodes 

the poetic subject, the ‘obvious victim’.  

 

The opening of ‘Chopin ballade’ suggests that the lyric subject apprehends words 

on a ‘yellow lattice of parchment’, and the subject seems to be reading the 

parchment with the aim of translating the ‘dactyls into jeremiads’. A jeremiad is a 

long, mournful complaint or lamentation, and so it seems that the subject is 

attempting to translate poetic metre into prose, or alternatively, into a form of 

music. But for the subject, reading the words seems to act as a catalyst for 

psychotic experience, with ‘extraordinary hallucinations’ replacing the writing: 
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Upon the yellow lattice of parchment 

  lines of lettering are inscribed. If 

you have attained the wisdom, you might 

translate the dactyls into  

jeremiads. In place of the elaborate 

black script, you will see 

extraordinary hallucinations. Where stood a ‘T’, 

a gas-lantern on its iron standard; 

where was a ‘C’, now is the  

hideous crescent of a doomed daystar, 

hollow, where an improvident sun 

has bankrupted the sky and where 

rain is the Rubicon and 

summer’s last fire has burnt your boats.  

(Dransfield 1987: 5). 

 

In a gothic, uncanny mode, the letters on the parchment transmute into objects, 

suggesting that language has a concrete, tangible quality. The transmutation 

appears harmless at first—letters turn, for instance, into ‘a gas lantern on its iron 

standard’—yet these become increasingly apocalyptic and threatening to the 

subject’s existence: ‘the hideous crescent of a doomed daystar’. This sense of threat 

to ontological certainty increases in the following lines, where rain becomes the 

hyperbolic image of the Rubicon river and ‘summer’s last fire has burnt your 

boats’. In these lines there is the sense of overwhelming excess, of natural elements 

such as rain turning into a river, and the subject having no access to a boat or 

means of safety. As the threat escalates, the alliteration intensifies, (‘doomed 

daystar’, ‘Rain is the Rubicon’, ‘burnt your boats’) heightening the pressure applied 

to the subject’s identity. Perhaps ironically, the more the words turn into 

threatening objects, the more readers are reminded that this is a text with poetic 

qualities, as it increasingly makes use of artifice and sonic effects. While the 

subject’s hallucinations seem to be catalysed by the words they are reading, the 

sonic patterns in the words we are reading also have a dizzying, disorienting effect 

and as the stanza proceeds, the sentences get longer, with image upon cascading 

image. In other words, while the language described in the poem is said to 

precipitate the subject’s psychosis, the language of the poem—that which forms its 

very fabric—simulates the notion of excess and loss of sensory control. It is ironic 

that once the dactyls are translated, the poetic register heightens, showing that 
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once the lyric subject translates the poetry, he becomes and embodies the poetry, 

as mediated through the poetic form. 

 

The words that the subject reads are initially passive (inscribed on the parchment), 

while the subject is active agent of the reading process (translating dactyls into 

jeremiads). This relationship is slowly reversed throughout the course of the poem, 

as the words that the subject reads come to life and the subject himself becomes 

increasingly passive. As the poem proceeds, it is not merely letters that morph into 

objects, but objects morph into other objects: 

 

Or, in the furnished 

famine of a salon, as the inlaid 

ebony of a chess-board 

fades suddenly into 

harpsichord-keys, the games 

replace your realities and plunder your senses 

until your actual being 

is less than a metaphysical reflection 

in your goblet of kirsch. But 

it is less yet, this extravagant elegance.  

(Dransfield 5). 

 

Just as the visual sensations of the subject reproduce until they are a mere 

reflection in the surface of the cup, the lines of ‘Chopin ballade’ present image 

upon image until we are less sure of the reality of the subject’s experience. The 

following line—‘But / it is less yet, this extravagant elegance’—foreshadows that 

the subject’s identity is far from stable and will diminish further. The line is 

ambiguous, however, and the mention of ‘extravagant elegance’ brings the reader 

back to notions of aesthetic construction, as of a poem or a piece of music. The 

poem demarcates between reality and illusion, games and actuality, and it seems 

that the games or illusions have the effect of diminishing the subject’s actual being; 

fantasy has a very tangible effect on reality. Livio Dobrez writes that in 

Dransfield’s work, an ‘intensified preoccupation with language reflects a concern 

less with language as such than with the interplay between the verbal and the extra-

verbal, in short with poetry as a way of mediating reality.’ (L Dobrez 260). In addition 

to this point, I argue that Dransfield’s work mediates between reality and illusion, 
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and in ‘Chopin ballade’ it is the idea of poetic language that bridges this gap. The 

‘extravagant elegance’ is less than even the poetic subject, suggesting that the poem 

or piece of music is more diminished than the subject, but it constructs a parallel 

between aesthetic mode and subject – they are affected by each other. The 

sentence comes as a quiet interlude after the waves of images, so that it is not just 

the person addressed who is fading or faltering, but the text at this point becomes 

correspondingly truncated and quiet.  

 

‘Chopin ballade’ highlights uncanny disruptions of the boundaries between reality 

and delusion, and the reader is put in a position of questioning, even mistrusting 

both the idea of language presented in the poem, as well as the language of the 

poem itself. In the final part of the poem, the poetic subject is said to ‘perish in 

melancholy’, suggesting that the process of reading language, and the hallucinations 

it stimulates, effect a dissolution of identity: 

 

For you will perish in melancholy 

if you look beyond the gilt subtleties of the pavilion 

towards the minute infinity of judgment; that, or  

that you will deify doubt by  

names of gods that never were, and 

be of them by embracing heresy. 

And so 

you sketch and detail 

with a quill of crystal 

illuminations in an intimate hagiography, 

and your imagination preys most on 

the obvious victim.  

(Dransfield 5-6). 

 

In this passage, there are many phrases that are counterintuitive and contradictory, 

hinting at inherent tensions within the lyric subject: ‘minute infinity’, ‘gilt 

subtleties’, ‘deify doubt’, ‘embracing heresy’. These phrases have qualities of the 

oxymoron, which the Princeton Encyclopaedia states is ‘particularly effective in 

evoking religious mysteries or other meanings that the poet feels to be beyond the 

reach of logical distinction or ordinary sense.’ (Greene et al 988). Just as words on 

the page cannot be trusted to produce what they stand for, the language of this 

poem is constantly undermining itself, asserting one thing and then unravelling 
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meaning with the placing of a word that contrasts with that meaning. Liquid ‘l’ 

consonants at the beginning and end of the poem are associated with reading and 

writing, and at the end of the poem are mixed in with staccato ‘i’ assonance to 

represent the paradoxical smoothness and sharpness—comfort and discomfort—

that poetry and madness can bring. The internal rhyme of ‘quill’, ‘crystal’ and 

‘illuminations’ is playful, showing the positive side of both poetry and hallucinatory 

experience, but the final lines are void of these acoustic effects, presenting a 

sobering reminder that the lyric subject—the one who reads, writes and 

hallucinates—is the one who ultimately suffers and diminishes.  

 

Dransfield writes that the subject will ‘perish in melancholy’ if he looks to 

paradoxical things—gilt subtleties, minute infinities—and it is as if the subject will 

not be able to handle things that are poetic to the point of being ineffable, 

unexplainable. Livio Dobrez contends that while the elements of poetry in ‘Chopin 

ballade’ are ‘pure daydream’, the result is ‘something other than nonsense’: 

‘Dransfield’s fantasy is always fragile, it moves with the brittle and sad precision of 

a toy; one wrong step and we are catapulted into reality.’ (L Dobrez 356). The 

inverse of Dobrez’s point is also true here; Dransfield’s reality is fragile, and at the 

mere stimulus of words the subject is catapulted into fantasy and hallucination. 

The idea that the imagination plays on the obvious victim hints that the subject is 

at risk of death, alienation or a form of metaphysical annihilation as a result of 

transforming poetry into music, from seeing the letters on the page as strange 

pictographs. The fact that this death or risk is posed to a ‘you’ rather than an ‘I’ 

creates a parallel between the person in the poem, who is reading letters on the 

page, and the reader of the present poem. It is as if the reader is directly addressed 

as ‘you’, another way in which the poem constructs a parallel between madness and 

the process of reading poetry.  

 

Parnassus Mad Ward 

Dransfield’s ‘Parnassus mad ward’, written in 1969 and first published in Streets of 

the Long Voyage (1970), has been described by Martin Duwell as a classic of 

Australian poetry, an ‘unusually brilliant example of a recognisable lyric mode’ (qtd. 

in P Dobrez 1999: 30). Duwell also said it was ‘revolutionary in content rather than 

form’, potentially referring to the startling turns in its style and imagery, though 
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formally it is a straightforward and conventional lyric poem. Leading up to writing 

it, ‘Dransfield had discovered the American novelist J.R. Salamanca and, living in 

Casino in the late 60s, he had been re-reading Lilith, a novel which relates the 

experiences of an occupational therapist, Vincent Bruce, at Poplar Lodge, a 

southern small-town asylum in a Gothic mansion whose clientele are well-off 

schizophrenics.’ (P Dobrez 223). Patricia Dobrez suggests that Dransfield read this 

book many times ‘for the structure it offered to occurrences in his own life’, and 

that he identified with Vincent Bruce as observer rather than observed. (P Dobrez 

223). This contextual information is useful because it is possible that ‘Parnassus 

Mad Ward’ shares correspondences with Salamanca’s Lilith, in which Vincent 

Bruce befriends Lilith, an artistic, schizophrenic patient, tries to seduce her and 

falls in love with her. Dransfield’s poem parallels this narrative, with a speaker who 

befriends and potentially falls in love with a female, artistic psychiatric patient 

(presumably the dedicatee, Libby). In an ironic twist in Lilith, Bruce’s character 

ends up committing himself to the care of his superiors, meaning that the central 

protagonist transitions from being the observer of madness to being the one who 

is observed. Likewise, in ‘Parnassus mad ward’, Dransfield’s speaker self-reflexively 

meditates on the condition of the world ‘if poets go mad’, hinting that the speaker 

of the poem could also be a patient in the ward. I argue that developments in the 

poem’s style suggest that the speaker is also susceptible to madness, with his voice 

undertaking turns in which he assumes a robust, amplified subjectivity, and at 

other times he assumes a diminishing, unstable subjectivity. Through the 

contrasting connotations of the title, Christian parallels and the allusion to poet 

Heinrich Heine, this poem illustrates a tendency to oscillate between generative, 

creative qualities associated with poetry and art, and the frightening, destructive 

qualities associated with madness: 

 

Parnassus mad ward 

 

for Libby 

 

  First day she hid in bed 

  under the covers. Then tried to climb up the wall. 

  On the third day she was telling a parable: 
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  ‘There was a dead dog on a road. Rotting. Everyone thought it ugly. 

  But Christ said, “Its teeth, they are beautiful.”’ 

  Overcast Thursday, in the garden 

  she was picking flowers. ‘I like pansies,’ she said, 

  ‘my friends. They have faces.’ Pressed one between the pages 

  of her sculpture book. It rained, we sat on a bench 

  beneath a maple whose starfish leaves swam in watery 

  afternoon. Wet grassblades green day everything green 

  this absolutest colour. Speaking later of Heine: 

  wondering within myself how if poets become mad 

  there continues to be such colour and how  

  if gods shall have been discredited forgotten 

  there still can be innocents there still can be love.  

(Dransfield 28).  

 

Patricia Dobrez contends that the phrase ‘Parnassus mad ward’ refers to a 

condition of life, Dransfield’s conception of the poet in the world. (P Dobrez 223). 

Indeed, the poem is about poetry as much as it is about psychiatric illness, as the 

word ‘Parnassus’ harks back to Greek mythology, referring to the destructive, self-

eroding phenomenon of madness as well as to the creative, generative art of 

poetry. As well as symbolising the home of poetry, literature and learning, Mount 

Parnassus in Central Greece was sacred to Dionysus and the Dionysian mysteries. 

The title invokes the image of Dionysus, god of the grape harvest, winemaking, 

ritual madness, fertility, theatre and religious ecstasy; and the Dionysian mysteries 

were the rituals by which ancient Greeks and Romans induced participants into a 

trance-like, natural state. The allusion involves further intersections with poetry 

and madness, as Charles Segal argues that ‘Dionysiac poetics’ involves a quality of 

released emotion with  

 

the dissolution of limits, the spanning of logical contradictions, the suspension of logically 

imposed categories, and the exploration of in-between-ness and reversibility in a spirit that may 

veer abruptly from play and wonder to unrestrained savagery. (Segal 4). 

 

The quality of being ‘Dionysiac’ refers to the sensual, spontaneous, and emotional 

aspects of human nature and is closely aligned with Romanticism, of which 

Dransfield’s style is reminiscent. Dransfield’s title links the ‘mad ward’ of the poem 

to a place associated with ritual madness, where subjects of ancient Greece and 
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Rome willingly entering into a cult to remove inhibitions and social constraint. The 

setting of the ‘mad ward’ is qualified by a word (‘Parnassus’) that is associated with 

the disordered, turbulent realm of madness as well as the learned, ordered world of 

poetry. As early as the title, therefore, Dransfield foregrounds the tensions inherent 

in madness and the ‘Dionysiac poetics’ of ‘Parnassus mad ward’. 

 

The word ‘Parnassus’ is also suggestive of German classicist poets, who were 

inspired by Parnassus’ figurative meaning as a symbol for or embodiment of lyric 

poetry, and the term has symbolic significance for the group of poets in England 

who followed Dante Gabriel Rossetti and William Morris, sometimes referred to as 

‘the Parnassians’. (Brewer n.p.). There was also the Parnassian school of French 

poets who flourished from about 1850 to 1890, whose name was derived from a 

collection of their poems, Le Parnasse Contemporain (1866).1 They were nicknamed 

les impassibles for their supposed devotion to ‘art for art’s sake’ and represented a 

reaction against the romanticism of Victor Hugo and Alphonse Lamartine. The 

association of Parnassus with madness and poetry is reflected in the body of the 

poem, which deals with both phenomena, and evolves from a matter-of-fact, 

impassive style to a dreamy, chimeric tone. The initial mood of ‘Parnassus mad 

ward’ reflects the poetic tone of the Parnassians, who were criticised during their 

own time for ‘their plastic descriptions of natural objects and for their pose of 

impassivity’. (Epstein 541). In her article on Parnassian poetry, Edna Epstein notes 

that the Parnassians did not want to indulge in ‘effusions of private sentiment’, and 

rejected the Romantic perception of the poet as seer, prophet or leader of men. 

(Epstein 541). At the beginning of ‘Parnassus mad ward’, Dransfield adopts this 

characteristically Parnassian style, impassively describing the situation of the 

woman in the ward: ‘First day she hid in bed / under the covers. Then tried to 

climb up the wall … On the third day she was telling a parable …’ However, mid-

way through the poem Dransfield begins to entertain ‘effusions of private 

sentiment’, paying close attention to the material world of nature and marvelling at 

the world’s capacity to continue to produce ‘innocents’ and ‘love’, even when poets 

become mad. The sentences here get longer, more imaginative and more surreal 

(‘starfish leaves swam in watery afternoon’), as the speaker potentially joins the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  These poets included Theophile Gautier, Leconte de Lisle, Charles Baudelaire, Francois 
Coppee, Sully Prudhomme and Paul Verlaine.	  



	   151	  

female patient in her state of insanity. As the speaker shifts to increasingly meditate 

on his own mental state, the style changes from Parnassian to Romantic, 

associating madness with the looser, dreamier and imaginative qualities of 

Romanticism, rather than the impassive matter-of-fact style of the Parnassians.  

 

‘Parnassus mad ward’ adopts a biblical tone reminiscent of the Old Testament: 

‘First day she hid in bed … On the third day…’ The mentally ill woman tells a 

parable about Christ finding beauty in grotesque things, such as in a rotting dog 

carcass, and she meditates in the garden on ‘Overcast Thursday’, just as Christ 

prayed at Gethsemane prior to his death on Good Friday. The penultimate line of 

the poem—‘if gods shall have been discredited forgotten’—resonates with the 

narrative of Christ’s passion, in which Christ was ridiculed and discredited in his 

final days. Yet the lines also echo within the present poem, in which the female 

persona has been constructed as a Christ-like figure. Mount Parnassus is 

supposedly named ‘Parousia’ (Greek, ‘presence’) by theologians, for the second 

coming of Christ (Brewer), and a potential reading is that this woman represents 

the second coming, a dismissed god. In this way, the poetic language presents 

tension between an inflated, godlike subject, and a diminished, dismissed subject. 

In terms of Parnassian spirituality, Edna Epstein argues that the Parnassians were 

atheists in spite of themselves, longing for spirituality yet believing that God was a 

mere creation of their imagination. (Epstein 543). The Parnassians felt that the 

ideals of their Romantic predecessors had no objective reality, and were caught in 

an impasse between the real, physical world and their ideal dream of spirit and 

spirituality. (Epstein 545-48). In fact, French Parnassian poet Catulle Mendes, in 

his Rapport sur le movement poetique, defined the poet as one who ‘attempted to scale 

the heights of the ideal, failed tragically and then resigned himself to earthly beauty 

for want of a spiritual ideal.’ (Epstein 549). Curiously, Mendes’ definition of the 

poet closely approximates what happens to the woman in ‘Parnassus mad ward’, 

who tries to ‘climb the wall’ of the hospital, preaches as a Christ-like figure, yet 

ultimately resigns herself to find fulfilment in the earthly beauty of the garden. For 

instance, the patient forgets about telling parables and finds friends in the garden: 

pansies who ‘have faces’. This withdrawal recalls that of the Parnassians, who 

withdrew from spirituality by turning inward to the self and towards nature, living 

in the ‘rapt contemplation of a chimeric dream.’ (Epstein 549-50). While the first 
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part of the poem illustrates the subject’s flux between Christ-like grandiosity and 

Christ-like persecution, the second half indulges in Romantic escapism, drawing 

upon Keats’s ‘Negative Capability’, where the subjects surrender to a surreal, 

uncertain world without irritable reaching after fact or reason.   

 

As Dransfield’s ‘Parnassus mad ward’ alludes explicitly to German poet Heinrich 

Heine, it is necessary to take some time to explore the significance of Heine to 

Dransfield’s poem, and how it impacts on what Dransfield says about reality, 

language, and the subject. Ronald Corlette-Theuil argued that in ‘Parnassus mad 

ward’, the speaker represents Dransfield, who is comparing himself to Heine who 

used opiate drugs. (Corlette-Theuil 143). In my reading, however, I consider the 

significance of Heine as a symbol in Dransfield’s poem, arguing that Heine’s poetic 

mode has a bearing on the way we read ‘Parnassus mad ward’. Heine, who wrote 

of love and nature in simple, short poems, (Hofrichter 19; Sammons 35), is 

responsible for ‘the most widely read corpus of German poetry in the world’, 

(Sammons 6), and was associated with German Romanticism, which espoused 

‘withdrawal from everyday life, from reality, by means of feeling, imagination, 

spirit.’ (Heine v, xiii; Hofrichter 10). In other words, Heine embodied the very 

spirit of withdrawing from life and reality that was valued by Parnassian poets and 

which is affirmed in Dransfield’s ‘Parnassus mad ward’. Laura Hofrichter explains 

that a few of Heine’s songs border on the realistic and the impressionistic, ‘but the 

melody and the rhythm of the traditional folk-song and its mood of yearning and 

melancholy smothered all the modern notes and neutralized them.’ (Hofrichter 27) 

This dominant mood of melancholic yearning is comparable to the lyrical style that 

Dransfield utilises in the second half of ‘Parnassus mad ward’. This poem, too, 

begins in a realistic and impressionistic manner, but soon becomes overwhelmed 

with a melancholic, yearning mood and enjambed, euphonious melody. There is, as 

I contend, a direct relationship between the poetic language and the state of the 

lyric subject, as the change in tone parallels indications that the speaker too is at 

risk of madness and, as a result, identity dissolution.  

 

‘Parnassus mad ward’ establishes a parallel between the artistic female persona and 

the symbol of Heine; each is sensitive to art, beauty and religion. For instance, 

Heine suffered from a self-described ‘toothache in the heart’, or sensitivity to the 
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condition of the modern world – a vulnerability that is echoed in the female patient 

of ‘Parnassus’. (Sammons 35). After spending time with the patient, Dransfield’s 

speaker thinks of Heine, and wonders what should happen to the world ‘if poets 

go mad’, potentially referring to Heine’s illness. Towards the end of his life in 1845, 

Heine suffered increasing paralysis and episodes of blindness, and in July 1846 he 

wrote that he had episodes of ‘gloomy melancholy’. (Sammons 284). Rumours 

began to circulate that Heine was insane, which he publicly denied, constantly 

stressing that his mind remained clear. (Sammons 284, 315). Heine insisted he had 

unique greatness, ‘divinity’ and an insight into life and the world superior to that of 

all his contemporaries, which both annoyed and amused his peers. As early as 

1831, one reviewer speculated that he had gone crazy, and Heine’s biographer 

observes that his writings incite suspicion of psychological disturbance. (Sammons 

36). In terms of his poetry, Heine’s Romantic mood of melancholic yearning was 

often undercut by a breaking of sentiment at the close of the poem, a technique 

known as Stimmungsbrechung. By negating the mood of a poem in its concluding 

lines, Heine challenged values of feeling, imagination, and the escape from reality 

encouraged by the preceding lines. Importantly, Dransfield’s ‘Parnassus mad ward’ 

reverses this technique of Stimmungsbrechung; in the final lines, it affirms innocence 

and love in the face of the preceding mood of impassive melancholy. While Heine 

tended to end poems by bringing the reader back to reality, Dransfield ends this 

one by bringing the reader out of reality and into the world of unreality or the 

dream. By subverting Heine’s Stimmungsbrechung with an ending that affirms 

unreality, the poetic style of ‘Parnassus’ romanticises the madness that it sets out to 

lament. Significantly, this twist in style hints at the developing madness of the 

speaker, as Dransfield uses the poetic form to emulate the subjective state in which 

dreams, imagination and unreality take over.  

 

Birthday ballad, Courland Penders 

Michael Dransfield wrote ‘Birthday ballad, Courland Penders’ in August 1969, one 

month before his 21st birthday, and published it as the last poem in his first 

collection, Streets of the Long Voyage (1970). (Corlette-Theuil 43). I have selected this 

poem for analysis because it portrays a lyric subject who experiences hallucinations 

and has, as a result, a tenuous grip on his subjectivity and being. An early example 

from Dransfield’s oeuvre, analysing ‘Birthday ballad’ allows me to explore his lyric 



	  154	  

subject who is subservient to language, a language whose tenuous condition puts 

the subject at deeper risk. Using minimal punctuation and invoking the symbol of 

an old gothic mansion, Dransfield presents in second person point of view an 

eidetic vision of what it is like to lose touch with reality. In this section, I argue that 

Dransfield’s use of poetic form creates a subject who oscillates between 

ontological expansion and a state of non-existence, and that this oscillation is 

achieved by drawing parallels between the subject, the gothic mansion of Courland 

Penders, and the idea of the poetic text. The poetic language appears as a collage of 

fragments, and it is this fragmentary quality, as well as tensions within the language, 

that emulates the subject’s impulse towards both creativity and self-destruction. 

 

Before launching my own analysis of ‘Birthday ballad’, it is first necessary to 

consider what scholars have written about the symbol of Dransfield’s quasi-

fictional, quasi-autobiographical country mansion, Courland Penders. John 

Kinsella argues that Dransfield’s greatest poems are the ones that concern the 

mythical family countryhouse, and that Courland Penders ‘symbolized the meeting 

of generations and spatialities of history, time-warped into physical presence.’ 

(Kinsella 2003: 144). As he links the poetic symbol of this house with ideas of 

warped time and space, Kinsella’s commentary is useful to my approach, which is 

to explore ‘Birthday ballad’ as a poem that deals with the experience of unreality or 

insanity. Michael Farrell builds on Kinsella’s argument to suggest that Courland 

Penders is not just a symbol of escape or skewed genealogies, but that it could also 

be read as a potent symbol of madness. (Farrell 148). Drawing upon Farrell’s 

argument, I read the country mansion as representative of insanity, a physical and 

spatial blueprint of the subject’s mentally ill mind. The subject’s walk through the 

house can be read as a metaphor for exploring the recesses of the psychotic 

unconscious. However, Patricia Dobrez further complicates the image of Courland 

Penders, describing it as ‘a magnetizer of all the pieties of his upbringing to which 

many fragments from his imaginative life attached themselves, mixed in with bits 

of remembered reality’. (P Dobrez 68). Therefore, more than being a 

straightforward symbol of psychosis or insanity, Courland Penders represents a 

mixed state in which one may not know what is real and what is not. Rendering 

this symbol even more complex is the relationship between the country mansion 

and writing or, specifically, poetry. In spite of its association with drugs and 
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madness, Livio Dobrez points out that Courland Penders is a place ‘where poems 

come’, a place for writing. (L Dobrez 375). Ronald Corlette-Theuil observes that 

Courland Penders ‘is an embroidered representation of the place where he first 

encountered society and poetry … and where he first dreamed of becoming a poet 

in this world and in history.’ (Corlette-Theuil 20). In her biography of Dransfield, 

Patricia Dobrez argues that the titular country house, Courland Penders, ‘opens 

out vistas of the self’, but that this is a particular, inward-turning self. (P Dobrez 

75). In these comments, Dobrez highlights a central paradox that I will be 

grappling with, that Dransfield’s subject appears to be in a state of simultaneous 

growth and depletion. For Dransfield’s friend and fellow poet Robert Adamson, 

Courland Penders is analogous to Dransfield’s drug poetry: neither of them existed 

in reality. (Qtd. in Corlette-Theuil 19). Dransfield arranged and embellished the 

concept of the country house just as he arranged and embellished a version of 

reality in his poems. (Corlette-Theuil 21). Corlette-Theuil elaborates that the 

importance of the house lies not only in this ability to represent unreality, but also 

in its ability ‘to mediate between the prose of ordinary life and the heightened 

reality of poetry.’ (Corlette-Theuil 15). If the house mediates between reality and 

unreality, and between life and art, Patricia Dobrez contends that it does so in a 

way that is aware of its constructedness, arguing that it explores contemporary 

universal truths ‘through … fictions, the fabrication of reality and the actual 

realizing of fabrication.’ (P Dobrez 436). It is this awareness of the poem’s 

literariness—and of the subject’s fictionality—that constructs Courland Penders, 

the lyric subject, and the poetic text, as perpetually oscillating between expansion 

and growth on the one hand, and imminent collapse on the other.  

 

In ‘Birthday ballad’ and other poems featuring Courland Penders, the country 

mansion has been read as a symbol of a hallucinogenic drug experience. Livio 

Dobrez argues that Courland Penders is an image of a world of hallucinogens and 

of terminal addiction. (L Dobrez 376). From the beginning of ‘Birthday ballad’, 

readers get a glimpse into the subjective mindset wherein physical space merges 

with the dimension of time (‘walking through endless / months’). The image of 

Courland Penders’ ‘suite of rooms’ is juxtaposed with the startling word ‘insanity’, 

linking the physical place with the psychological state of losing touch with reality. 

For Ronald Corlette-Theuil, this word ‘insanity’ at the end of the second line is 
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connected to nothing but locution, putting readers on guard: ‘The parameters of 

reality: the time of daily life and history, the space of house and geography, and our 

ability to relate to them as coordinates, may not be as operative or as reliable as we 

take them to be.’ (Corlette-Theuil 43). Just as fantasy and reality blur into one, 

images of the outside world are imposed on the inside of the house, which is 

‘carpeted with the gentle moss’. Though Dransfield entangles notions of time and 

space, exterior and interior, it is apparent that the subject is alienated in his mental 

condition:  

 

walking through endless 

months a suite of rooms insanity 

carpeted with the gentle moss 

no other footsteps sound 

 

 the pictures are rainbow chasms 

 you become lost in the intricate 

 dimensions of colour you find it 

 a mirror you are returned and not 

 (Dransfield 51). 

 

Pictures, potentially hanging on the walls in the house, are hallucinatory ‘rainbow 

chasms’ in which the subject becomes lost, finding that they are both ‘returned and 

not’ by the mirror. The aim of viewing and identifying oneself is frustrated, and the 

poem’s lack of punctuation emulates the free-floating, suspended sensation of the 

subject’s identity. The infinite expanse of space and time through which the subject 

wanders is constructed as inherently lonely and isolating. The lack of punctuation 

makes for ambiguous moments; for instance, it is not clear whether it is ‘insanity’, 

the ‘suite of rooms’, or both, that is ‘carpeted with the gentle moss’. Dransfield 

imagines the abstract concept of insanity as something with physical dimensions—

insanity is the house itself—and this is an overgrown, unkempt and somewhat 

neglected setting. Dransfield has imagined this abstract concept as something with 

physical dimensions; insanity is the house and the house is insanity, and in this 

place things don’t really make sense. Just as ‘no other footsteps sound’, the lack of 

full stops emulates this sense of flotation, the words hovering on the page, never 

halting or falling with the thud of a full stop. There is an implicit tension within the 

poetic language in phrases such as, ‘the pictures are rainbow chasms’; Dransfield 
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presents visions of art as both colourful and aesthetically beautiful, as well as a 

frightening abyss into which one can fall. Chasms are usually associated with 

darkness, so this image is unpredictable and unconventional, and creates tension 

between ideas of vibrant growth and dark isolation. Furthermore, the first mention 

of the pronoun ‘you’ is simultaneously anchoring and destabilising; it addresses the 

reader as having an ontological presence, but then this is immediately 

compromised in the remainder of the line where the subject is said to be ‘lost’.  

 

In the third stanza, the house of Courland Penders comes to represent a written 

text, with ‘walls to be read as pages’, and so Dransfield creates an imagined world 

(the house as text) within another imaginary world (the poem we are reading). 

Successive nouns work as asyndetons, stacked together in an onslaught of imagery 

and sensory impression; an effect enhanced by the relentless alliteration of ‘walls’, 

‘with’, ‘windows’, ‘wine’. Another point of tension is the phrase ‘tiptoe of 

evenings’; by qualifying the noun ‘evenings’ with the adjective ‘tiptoe’, Dransfield 

conveys the quiet, tentative time spent in Courland Penders, the time spent with 

poetry, and the time spent slowly going mad:  

 

  walls to be read as pages 

  with for their illustration windows wine 

  a cobweb chandelier the ghostly  

  pacing through a tiptoe of evenings; 

 

  being expands, poetry, the  

  opiate of solitaries 

  a larger house is needed for illusions 

  distracted lost you wander late 

 

  through corridors of dusty marble 

  deities who cannot help you 

  theirs is a marble peace you wish 

  for nothing now no more of worlds 

  (Dransfield 51). 

 

 

Prevalent in these stanzas are liquid ‘l’ consonants, disrupted now and then by 

plosive ‘d’ sounds, which depict the disruption to the subject’s inner peace. Farrell 
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reads Courland Penders as a text, connecting all poems set in this place (Farrell 

144), and Livio Dobrez points out that ‘Courland Penders is a place “where poems 

come,” a place for writing “archaic poems at a cedar table.”’ (L Dobrez 375-76). 

Just as the house represents text, the four lines of each quatrain can be read as 

representative of place; like walls, they contain Courland Penders and the subject 

within. The mirror is expected to ‘return’ the subject, which it does but also does 

not, potentially reflecting it in another capacity or form. It seems that the 

furnishings and items within the house are symbols of illustrations within the text: 

‘with for their illustrations windows wine / a cobweb chandelier’.  As the subject 

wanders through the house—and figuratively wanders through his mind and the 

world of the poem—he grows ontologically (‘being expands’). Like Lewis Carroll’s 

Alice who physically grows to fill the room, Dransfield acknowledges, ‘a larger 

house is needed for illusions’; although it is a large physical space, it is unable to 

contain the expanding, amplified subject. This amplified subject walks past ‘marble 

deities who cannot help (him)’, severed from reality and sanity, and as a poetic 

construction he is isolated from artistic creations of the past. Undergoing 

simultaneous ‘amplitude and diminishment’—as Livio Dobrez might say—with an 

identity that is both undermined and aggressively expanding—the subject comes to 

envy the static quality of the statues, and wishes for ‘nothing now no more of 

worlds’, a desire for existence to end. The subject’s identity and sense of being is 

suspended as the words on the page are suspended, never resolving themselves 

into a sentence or correct grammatical structures.   

 

Courland Penders, poetry and drugs all involve withdrawal into a fantasy world, 

and each of these worlds is portrayed as simulating some kind of derangement of 

the senses. In noting that Dransfield transforms Courland Penders into a drug 

image, Livio Dobrez observes that he also constructs the drug experience as ‘a 

source of images and therefore indistinguishable from poetry’.  (L Dobrez 412, 

395). In addition to being visually generative, Dobrez notes that Dransfield has 

also portrayed poetry as suicidal as drugs, citing the poem ‘Counting the Holes in 

my Arm’, where Dransfield ‘set(s) the poem on / self destruct’. (L Dobrez 395). 

This paradox, that the poetic text is visually generative yet destructive to the 

subject, is consistent with the symbol of Xanadu, which is a poetic allusion to 

Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’ and a reference to opiate drugs. In ‘Birthday ballad’, 
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Dransfield suggests that poetry is the ‘opiate of solitaries’—a gateway to 

unreality—and as a consequence the subject expands, drawing upon a popular 

metaphor of the sixties and seventies when drugs induced an expansion of 

consciousness. John Kinsella considers this view that for Dransfield, drugs were 

not just a metaphor for poetry but offered a way into poetry: 

 

(D)rugs were not an avenue of poetic enlightenment for Dransfield, but rather a language and set 

of symbols for decoding the unexplainable, for offering an entry into the illuminations of 

language. That is to say, drugs worked as a metaphor in Dransfield’s poetry, but were not the 

thing-in-itself. They contributed to his death physically, but his mental poetic landscape was a 

large canvas, of great texture and depth. (Kinsella 2003: 143). 

 

While Kinsella acknowledges what drugs did for Dransfield’s poetic landscape, 

Livio Dobrez observes that although poetry and drugs produce images and 

alleviation of pain in the first instance, they ultimately bring ‘intensification and 

death’, a comment that resonates with Dransfield’s actual death from an overdose 

in 1973. (Qtd in. P Dobrez 24). In ‘Birthday ballad’, it appears that Dransfield takes 

readers through this exact journey; the subject’s exposure to poetry, ‘the opiate of 

solitaries’, brings first ontological expansion, then severely threatens the existence 

of the poem, Courland Penders, and the subject himself. 

 

The latter half of ‘Birthday ballad’ builds a sense of anxiety and ontological threat, 

where readers apprehend that the subject longs for death, for the end of existence. 

The plosive ‘t’ alliteration of ‘time’, ‘truth’, ‘tasks’, and ‘tricks’ disrupts the formerly 

smooth ‘w’ and ‘l’ sounds of earlier stanzas. This corresponds to the part in the 

poem where the subject begins to feel abandoned by the abstract concepts of time 

and truth, as well as abandoned by life itself. The harshness of the consonant 

sounds in the poem’s second half emulates this feeling of unease, and as the poetic 

subject breaks down, the poetic language becomes disruptive and harsh:  

 

  time truth philosophy and love  

  resembling players 

  perform their tasks their tricks and go 

  and go 

 

  the last existence is a flower 

  you observe 
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  the next no further than to die 

  no nearer for your patience and your prayers 

 

  decay self-seeded 

  ecstasies 

  hunger repletion musick fire 

  the stimuli of hollow days 

  (Dransfield 51-52). 

 

In the poem’s central quatrain, phrases that are almost oxymoronic represent the 

inner conflict within the poetic subject: ‘decay’ contrasts with ‘self-seeded’, and 

‘hunger’ is directly juxtaposed with ‘repletion’. The subject is exposed to the aural 

element of ‘musick’ (with the old-fashioned spelling) and the sensory element of 

‘fire’, which are described as the ‘stimuli of hollow days’. It is as if phrases and 

sensations approach the speaker in ungrammatical bursts; the poem presents 

sensory experience in the form of broken language. The following stanza reads as a 

comedown from drugs, as the ‘era’ that the subject physically ‘grew with dies’. The 

time that he spent figuratively expanding is now over and the subject can—once 

again, figuratively—deflate back to normal size. In this way, the early part of the 

poem can be read as representing an experiment with drugs, where poetry 

flourishes and the subject grows; on the other hand, the latter half can be read as 

‘reality’, as it were. The poem is akin to drugs and Courland Penders; they all 

involve ‘self-seeded ecstasies’, which by the middle of the poem are beginning to 

decay. It seems that the subject craves another high, wanting to ‘rid (himself) of 

gravity and take (his) questions higher up’. If the poem is like a drug, by halfway 

through the text we get to its ‘peak’ and then Dransfield brings the tone and 

intensity down in the remaining part of the poem. In this second half, the subject 

diminishes, Courland Penders becomes ‘alien’, and the poetic language becomes 

stilted and fragmented. At some points in this ‘Birthday ballad’, the language 

borders on meaninglessness, as if the subject’s use of drugs and their related 

psychosis goes beyond meaning to convey something ineffable. In organising or 

ordering experience in poetic language, Dransfield dissolves conventional syntax 

and punctuation—mechanisms by which we create meaning—and rebuilds it in a 

disrupted and disordered form.  
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The reference to ‘XANADU’ alludes to the setting of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s 

‘Kubla Khan’, a poem that Corlette-Theuil points out ‘was standard high school 

reading in the 1960s’, when Dransfield was at school, and that ‘the name “Xanadu” 

became very much a part of late-60s pop culture’. (Corlette-Theuil 81). Corlette-

Theuil explains that this was because of its drug-related genesis: Coleridge’s vision 

is said to have emerged from an opium-dream state induced by swallowing 

laudanum. (Corlette-Theuil 81). In order to argue for the significance of this 

intertextual symbol of both poetry and drugs, it is helpful to introduce what has 

been written of Coleridge’s ‘Kubla Khan’. While John Livingston Lowe describes 

Kubla Khan as ‘a glorious but irresponsible fabric of free associative links, elaborate 

but loose in texture, and wholly meaningless’, he also praised the Romantic poem 

as an incomparable opportunity to observe the creative faculty in both ‘conscious 

and unconscious activity’. (Qtd in. Schneider 1953: 4). This commentary on 

Coleridge’s poem is enlightening, and I use it to suggest that Dransfield’s Xanadu 

image introduces an element of both meaning and meaninglessness. For 

Dransfield’s subject, this symbol of hallucinogenic drug use is tattooed in pinpricks 

down his arm, connecting drug use to the inscription of text on the subject’s body. 

The body is connected with the idea of the poem, which is also connected with the 

idea of drug use. This reinforces that the subject is a product of poetic language, 

one built by words. The subject is in this poem, and the legacy of poems in literary 

history (such as Kubla Khan) is tattooed on him, reinforcing the subject’s status as a 

product of a poetic lineage: 

 

 a needle spelling XANADU 

  in pinprick visions down your arm 

  what of nostalgia when 

  the era that you grew with dies 

  

  ripple leafgame watershadow 

  dapple of incisive notes abraded 

  merged octave scansion 

  abrupter than hallucination’s trainwrecks 

 

  Pleyel mythologies Prokofiev Axel 

  but now so far from Europe  

  so absent from your century 

  you pace the halls disquieted 



	  162	  

  (Dransfield 52). 

 

 

Corlette-Theuil argues that the ‘era that … dies’ is the Menzies era in Australia and 

its afterglow, covering the post WWII years of prosperity and stability, (Corlette-

Theuil 81), but an alternative reading is that the ‘era that you grew with’ that ‘dies’ 

is the comedown from a drug high. Yet another reading is that the era is 

Romanticism, centuries that the poetic subject is ‘so absent from’, that he is 

nostalgic for. Being distanced from musical composers Prokofiev and Pleyel, 

Dransfield’s speaker is ‘disquieted’, and readers can feel the weight of his comment 

that ‘to be a poet in Australia is the ultimate commitment’: (Dransfield 50).  

 

  the house itself an alien 

  your body an encumbrance you 

  would rid yourself of gravity 

  and take your questions higher up 

 

  but years and kisses episodes 

  reality a narrative 

  spacewalk childhood / Courland Penders 

  age is a shadow and a hesitation 

  (Dransfield 52-53). 

 

 

In these stanzas the concept of ascension is prevalent, of rising without the 

encumbrance of the body, which like the poem is restricting and limiting. 

However, this is ultimately tempered by memories and time—‘years and kisses 

episodes’—the ‘narrative’ of reality. There is tension in the poetic language 

between reality and narrative: the spacewalk childhood of the 60s and the period of 

the moon landing is contrasted with Courland Penders, which represents the 

meeting place of old and new, of fantasy and reality. By way of contrast, Corlette-

Theuil reads the slash in this line as signifying binding more than separation: ‘(my) 

childhood (was like a) spacewalk (at/like) Courland Penders’. (Corlette-Theuil 44). 

The punctuation creates ambiguity and this itself creates tension between 

expansive fantasy and grounding reality. The next line, ‘age is a shadow and a 

hesitation’, calls to mind that the poem was written around Dransfield’s 21st 
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birthday, and that the lapsing of time or age itself is a mere illusion, something that 

the poetic speaker resists or hesitates over: 

 

  you call for minstrels the electric 

  puppets dance it seems too near 

  and yet is distant like the past 

  a road retreating in your eyes 

 

  dimension is a trick of sight 

  to look away a fugitive 

  captured by years you break and soon 

  not death but madness calls you home 

  (Dransfield 53). 

 

On the other hand, the ‘age’ referred to can also allude to the time period in which 

the speaker lives; they are nostalgic for older, romantic times, calling for minstrel 

puppets but being rewarded with mere ‘electric’ ones. Dransfield creates an illusion 

of time and space, where these are near and distant at the same time. The poem 

deals with visions—visions of the letters spelling ‘Xanadu’ down his arm, as well as 

‘hallucination’s trainwrecks’—and this is acknowledged in the final stanza to be a 

‘trick of sight’, some kind of optical illusion. To look away is to be a fugitive, one 

that is trying to escape from escapism perhaps, to invoke a line from ‘Study in 

restlessness’ (‘who knows where I will go / to escape from escapism’). (Dransfield 

13). To look away from hallucinations or drug-related visions is an attempt that 

ultimately fails, however, as the subject becomes ‘captured by years’, caught finally 

by the constraints of time. The subject is said to fragment or rupture (‘you break’), 

and it is in this moment that they do not dissolve via death, but via madness, which 

calls them home. ‘Home’ could mean the past centuries that the speaker is absent 

from, or it could mean Xanadu, the Romantic symbol of hallucinogens and poetry. 

Alternatively, as Farrell points out, ‘home’ could mean Courland Penders, and I 

would add that this reading suggests that the country house is ultimately 

synonymous with a state of insanity. (Farrell 148). Both Courland Penders and the 

subject are beset by illusions, torn between two time periods, and overcome by 

inner fragmentation. It is in this hybridised setting of Courland Penders that the 

poem’s subject and the poetic language are in a constant state of tension, pulled by 

forces of expansive growth and diminishing depletion.  
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Madness Systems 

First published in his 1975 posthumous collection, Memoirs of a Velvet Urinal, 

Michael Dransfield’s ‘Madness Systems’ poems have attracted little critical 

attention, yet these form an important part of his poetic conception of the 

experience of psychiatric illness. The image of a velvet urinal in the collection’s title 

subverts the modernist visual art of Marcel Duchamp’s The Fountain—

foregrounding the poem as a gesture to an upper class, decadent version of 

modernism and the avant-garde. The poem’s title, ‘Madness Systems’, is almost an 

oxymoron—madness as systematic, rather than its conventional representation as 

chaotic or disorderly. It deals with motifs of reflective surfaces—and dissolved 

boundaries between outside and inside—to consider the relationship between an 

insane or ‘mad’ poetic subject and the way they oscillate between infinite 

replication and imminent collapse. I explore how these recursive reflections disturb 

the subject’s identity and apprehension of reality, and also the way the repetitions 

give rise to linguistic indeterminacy, suggesting that poetic language is illusory as 

the subject. As for the porous barrier between inside and outside, Livio Dobrez’s 

observations are relevant: ‘Indeed inner/outer distinctions make no real sense here, 

consciousness and its objects being one, or at any rate engaged in a fluid 

interchange.’ (L Dobrez 103). On this point, Dorothy Hewett once said of 

Dransfield’s work: ‘The landscapes, outer and inner, coalesce, and we hear a voice 

still determined to communicate at all costs, from the centres of human sadness, 

irresolution and isolation.’ (Qtd in. P Dobrez, 17). As I discuss in my analysis of 

‘Madness Systems’, the motif of porous boundaries represents this fusion between 

consciousness and the outer world, yet it also represents a punctured barrier 

between the reader and poetic subject: 

 

Madness systems part one 

  

blow into the mirror 

  flashing the colours 

 of all faces are only 

  blue the tiny veins 

 like royal ancient seas 

 and yellow 

 sand the sun or wrinkled water 
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 in the eye looking at 

  man in a mirror looking at 

  man in a mirror looking at 

 man in a mirror 

 

 or rag dolls making 

 rag dolls making 

 rag dolls 

 

 in the mist 

  all that is vanishes 

  (Dransfield 376). 

 

As the man blows into the mirror, the tiny blue veins in his face open up ‘like royal 

ancient seas / and yellow / sand the sun or wrinkled water’. While there is this 

illusion of the face resembling the broader, exterior world, the eye sees infinite 

replications of itself—opening up dimension upon dimension. The repeated 

phrases ‘man in a mirror’ and ‘rag dolls making rag dolls’ enhance this sense of 

infinity and with each repetition, a further dimension seems to open up. The 

second mise-en-abyme of ‘rag dolls making rag dolls’ creates the image of a lifeless 

plaything mobilised so that it can create something that resembles itself, until ‘all 

that is vanishes’. In these lines the absence of punctuation and capitalisation 

supports the writing as bare and stripped, like the identity of the person looking 

into the mirror. The paradox is that the proliferation of images both multiplies and 

obliterates the person’s identity. This paradox is explored by Margaret Stoljar in her 

article on mirrors in symbolist and post-symbolist poetry, where she argues that the 

symbolist imagination employs the mirror as ‘an icon for the ambivalence of 

existence’, which underlies the motif with a sense of ontological anxiety. (Stoljar 

364). Although Dransfield is not necessarily a symbolist poet, Stoljar’s comment is 

useful because it highlights the mirror’s role in creating fluctuations in the subject’s 

identity and sense of ontological existence. By framing the image of the person—

and, in Dransfield’s case, re-framing their image—the mirror separates the person 

from the surrounding world, severing their connection with reality.  
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This use of the mirror image—to convey the uncanny sensation that something 

which was familiar is now unfamiliar—is utilised in ‘Madness Systems’, where the 

man in the mirror comes to be compared to a ‘rag doll making / rag dolls’. These 

poetic repetitions are reminiscent too of Gertrude Stein’s famous modernist line, 

‘A rose is a rose is a rose is a rose’, and like Stein’s phrase, Dransfield’s repetitions 

render meaning indeterminate. Though on the surface, the linguistic repetition 

suggests exact replication and a proliferative effect, the semantic content of the 

words are diminished and erased, just as the man’s identity is erased. The repetition 

also foregrounds the fragility of language and the subject’s identity: as the images 

replicate in ‘Part one’, the words become sparser and ultimately cut out with the 

final word, ‘vanishes’. In this way the reflective image becomes a metaphor for the 

representative poetic medium, and in a gesture to the subject’s literariness, he is 

suggested to be as unreal as the reflection, as illusory as the mimetic text. In 

Dransfield’s mirror, the infinite replications oscillate between outside the mirror 

and inside the mirror, transcending the two dimensions and allowing the man to 

appear to come out of the frame. The subject’s image rebounds from mirror to 

mirror, reminding the reader that the subject itself is a poetic representation—what 

appears ‘real’ is also a mere image. As discussed in Lucien Dallenbach’s 

monograph on the mise en abyme, this has the effect of abolishing distinctions 

between within and without, making the external intrude upon the internal. 

(Dallenbach 12). In Dransfield’s ‘Madness systems’, such blurring of distinctions 

between the internal and external functions as a metaphor for what happens when 

one is sublimated into art; they become unsure how to regard themselves, or 

indeed unable to regard themselves.  

 

In parts two to four, Dransfield introduces an element of silliness and absurdity, 

providing a sharp contrast to the otherwise disturbing subject matter. It is almost 

as if the structure of the poem is emulating the mirror-reflection that is represented 

in the first part of the poem; the unsettling first and last parts bookend the playful 

jocularity of the central three: 

 

Madness systems part two 

 

  we looked out the window 

  turbulence swarmed outside 
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  one sheet of glass between 

  but it was leaking 

  they drew out the air 

  we ran after them down the street 

  saying Hey come back come 

  back with our air 

  Who do you think would live in  

  A house without air   Fish? 

  (Dransfield 376-77). 

 

 

‘Part two’ is the only part in ‘Madness systems’ written in past tense; it’s as if this 

part is a memory or recollection that arises after the mist in the mirror vanquishes 

‘all that is’. It recalls the experience of looking outside a window where ‘turbulence 

swarmed outside’, where an anonymous ‘they’ drew out the air from inside, and a 

collective ‘we’ ran after them, demanding their air back. The lack of quotation 

marks for the dialogue and the general absence of punctuation approximate the 

porous, punctuated barrier between ‘we’ and ‘they’.  Dransfield transforms the 

quotidian experience of looking out a window to a surreal, uncanny experience 

where the familiar becomes unfamiliar and threatening. ‘Part two’ also forms a 

striking contrast with ‘Part one’ in the symbolic difference between the window 

and the mirror. The mirror in part one duplicates, reflecting truth or reality, though 

this is a reality that is reflected so many times that it has the ultimate effect of 

dissolving all that is familiar. In ‘Part two’, however, the subject looked out a 

transparent window to the outside world, which is just as threatening as the infinite 

replication of his image. At the end of the second poem, the speaker comically 

asks, ‘Who do you think would live in / A house without air   Fish?’ While this is 

humorous, readers get the sense that the situation is quite desperate for the speaker 

who has to face the frightening belief that his existence is threatened. It is almost 

as if the speaker in ‘Part two’ looked through the lens of the present poem to the 

‘they’—potentially the poem’s readers—who metaphorically steal the speaker’s air 

via the process of ‘reading’ him. The fact that the poem is in past tense suggests 

that ‘Part two’ represents the moment in which reading was initiated, when the 

speaker was transformed into a subject for poetry. The turbulence that swarms 

outside could be read as the random chaos of life and the world outside the poetic 

text, in which experience is relatively contained and ordered.  
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Up until this point, ‘Madness systems’ has mostly been concerned with visual 

imagery, reflections, and the boundary between outside and inside. In ‘Part three’ 

Dransfield introduces an element of music—Johann Sebastian Bach’s Brandenburg 

concertos, six highly influential musical compositions of the Baroque era: 

 

Madness systems part three 

 

  don’t Brandenburg me 

  no concerto! 

 (Dransfield 377). 

 

Part three, as with all of ‘Madness systems’, is a disorienting and confusing piece of 

poetry that is difficult to make sense of. Brandenburg, a state of Germany, is used 

as a verb or even as a kind of assault or insult to the speaker, who demands that 

this threat is not used against him. The second line, ‘no concerto!’ is a childlike, 

comedic exclamation that indicates resistance; the speaker is privy to a language 

game or meaning that eludes others, including the reader. The wish to not be 

‘Brandenburged’ suggests a resistance to being turned into art as it suggests 

defiance against becoming the subject of a musical composition, such as the 

Brandenburg concerto. This resistance comes at a curious part in the poetic 

sequence, just as the speaker is adopting a more pronounced ‘I’ voice, as they 

become a more developed persona. The man in part one was described in third 

person, and in part two was part of a ‘we’; it is only in the third part that we hear of 

a ‘me’, and in parts four and five to follow that readers are privy to the ‘I’. Thus the 

further readers are absorbed into the process of reading the poem, the more three 

dimensional the speaker becomes, and the more resistant to his appropriation as a 

poetic subject, or fictional being.  

 

‘Part four’ illustrates an interesting oscillation between seriousness and humour, as 

the speaker earnestly relates, ‘i don’t want to / Freak you / ian but / there is 

someone / under the / bed.’ Like in ‘Part two’, something threatening, dangerous 

and unknown threatens the ordinary, domestic setting. Readers imagine the 

response to this statement would be a gentle denial or reassurance; the speaker’s 

belief that someone is under the bed is likely to be a paranoid delusion: 
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Madness systems part four 

 

 i don’t want to  

 Freak you  

 ian but 

 there’s someone 

 under the 

 bed 

 (Dransfield 377). 

 

The punctuation of part four is also interesting, as the pronoun ‘i’ and the name 

‘ian’ are not capitalised but the word ‘Freak’ is, punctuating the emotional state of 

the speaker rather than the persons concerned. Both the humour and the fear 

comes from the transgressed boundary between outside and inside; someone 

unauthorised appears to be hanging about under the bed, has intruded upon the 

inner world of the text, perhaps, and is frightening to the speaker. The speaker’s 

belief that there is ‘someone under the bed’ draws upon the uncanny sensation of 

being watched, a belief that is consistent with the reading that the speaker is being 

observed, potentially by a reader of the text. If we adopt this reading, it seems that 

as the poem progresses and the speaker develops a more personalised ‘I’ voice, the 

more the outsider, other or reader seems to infiltrate or ‘get into’ the poem. As the 

outsider gains access to or potentially ‘enters’ the text, the speaker is more 

paranoid, deluded, and ontologically threatened.  

 

The final part of this sequence, ‘Madness systems the last’, uses ambiguities, 

indentation, punctuation and line spacing to create a surreal sensation of 

disturbance and disorientation:  

 

Madness systems part the last 

 

  in his black magic 

  house of lords 

  the men of power 

  never allowed 

  to die burn silent waiting 

  to be 
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  summoned 

 

  (i was walking in the courtyard 

    treading on 

    faces where before 

    were flagstones 

  (Dransfield 377-78). 

 

 

It is unclear who ‘he’ is – he could be another person (ian, the person under the 

bed, or the person/s who took their air). ‘He’ might also refer to the speaker we 

have met through the preceding parts, or alternatively the present poem’s author or 

reader, who—via writing and reading—have some control over the speaker’s 

identity. The speaker in the poem is waiting to be summoned from the poet, as if 

at his behest, but he is also in a perpetual state of waiting; waiting to be summoned 

when brought to life, as it were, by a reader. The use of line breaks on the page, 

where the speaker is ‘waiting / to be’, also suggests that he is waiting for 

ontological certainty, waiting to exist. In this way, the form of the poem constructs 

and shapes the subject, or rather the subject’s ontological absence. In spite of this 

apparent non-existence, Dransfield’s speaker is real enough to tread on flagstones, 

and in a disturbing end to ‘Madness Systems’ the flagstones metamorphose into 

faces. This lonely, melancholy scene uncannily returns the poem to the image of 

‘faces’ in ‘Part one’; while in ‘Part one’ the faces disappear in the mist from his 

breath, in this final part the faces reappear under his feet. It is ambiguous as to 

whether the faces represent others or the replication of the speaker himself, as in 

‘Part one’. In this first part, the speaker multiplies in the mirror, but also is 

replicated in the form of the following related poems; the speaker perceives 

himself in infinite reflections, then he is replicated via the poetic texts. In ‘Madness 

Systems the last’, however, the act of treading on the faces ultimately puts an end 

to the poem and the speaker: the poem abruptly ends here, without closing the 

parenthesis that was opened in the final stanza. As the serious tone and imagery of 

the first poem repeat and ‘mirror’ back on themselves, one might suspect the 

speaker is doubled or amplified, but in fact he seems to dwindle, and is ultimately 

silenced with the poem’s end. In spite of this, the poetic speaker cannot die; he is 

suspended within the text, and no matter how many flagstones he treads on, they 
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continue to emerge as faces, potentially replications or reflections of himself. This 

image works as a metaphor for the reading process—just as the speaker can ‘exist’ 

with each reading of the poem, he also appears and disappears with every fresh 

reading or interpretation, and the closed bracket never quite arrives.  

 

Studio IV 

In another lesser-known poem, ‘Studio IV’, published posthumously in 

Dransfield’s collection Voyage into Solitude (1978), the speaker addresses a person 

who is waking in a rural barn or shack, and though the moment is peaceful, the 

person is overcome by psychic terror. As the poem unfolds, it is revealed that he is 

diminished physically and psychologically, unable to ‘hold a mind together’ or to 

create literature from their pain, with the exception of ‘one bright image’. In the 

sixth stanza, the subject builds a fire and flames flicker around him, self-reflexively 

creating the bright image alluded to. Though the subject is not allowed to be alone, 

he is alienated from others, ‘life’s walking-wounded’, and the poem ends with a 

‘dusty sense of waiting’, a wait for death or perhaps, recovery. As the subject is 

represented as losing touch with reality, but is also a self-conscious poetic 

construction, his diminishment reflects his mental distress, but it also reflects the 

shortcomings of poetry. Both poem and subject are limited, fragile, and mutually 

constituted; they are each associated with illusions and the figurative ‘saturation’ of 

language. 

 

The opening image of ‘Studio IV’ conveys a poetic subject who is ‘fragile in an 

eggshell of illusions’, succumbing to a state of unreality or fantasy that renders him 

delicate, and ontologically uncertain. The eggshell is the first of a series of images 

of enclosure in ‘Studio IV’, representing a permeable boundary between reality and 

fantasy: 

 

But to have been there 

fragile in an eggshell of illusions 

was more than inescapably 

to have a past 

 

Waking early, cold and because 

the wooden walls admitted dawn 

and chooks outside announced the Coming 
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hours before morning had arrived. 

 

It would be Sunday 

chill dim abstracts 

from airwaves you’d discern 

Aldeburgh music or a fairytale  

(Dransfield 240). 

 

The first stanza is comprised of plain unadorned verse, with the exception of the 

second line, ‘fragile in an eggshell of illusions’. In this latter phrase, liquid and 

sibilant consonants heighten the poetic register at the precise point when a loss of 

contact with reality is acknowledged. The significance of this is that it sets up a 

parallel that will be extended throughout the poem; that is, that insanity and poetry 

both involve the creation of illusions and the overwhelming onslaught of language. 

The notion of enclosure gives way in the second stanza to an image of the ‘wooden 

walls’ admitting dawn—another porous boundary—and the calls of chooks outside 

seep through the hut, mingling outside and inside, objective reality and interior 

unreality. Livio Dobrez argues that Dransfield’s subject is open to the world 

outside, permeable, ‘such that things out there (sights, sounds, registered as 

impressions) mingle freely with thoughts, voluntary impulses, that is to say, the 

inner side of the equation.’ (L Dobrez 103). This comment is relevant to ‘Studio 

IV’, in which the image of the eggshell, the hut and the fire enclose the subject, but 

also represent a porous boundary between reality and illusion. For instance, it is at 

this point in the poem that the reader may question whether the announcement of 

the ‘Coming’ is objective fact or if it is a symptom of the subject’s delusional state. 

Dransfield often uses the image of the single, solitary room—as we have seen in 

‘Birthday ballad’ and as we shall see in ‘Chaconne for a solipsist’—using it as a 

metaphor for an isolated, alienated state of mind. In this instance, it is within the 

contained space of the room that the subject hears of ‘the Coming’, discerns 

‘Aldeburgh music’ from ‘airwaves’, and is overcome by psychic terror.  

 

Another image of enclosure in ‘Studio IV’ is that of the fire, the ‘bright image’ that 

arches around the subject with flames and shadows, and while this happens the 

subject is eaten by a ‘rushing silence’. While blankets and walls physically enclose 

the subject, he is psychologically incapable of containing and ‘holding together’ his 
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own mind. This is the most powerful image of failed enclosure, the eggshell 

impliedly broken: 

 

Involved in that, huddled in too few blankets 

you had no chance to notice how the sun 

thawed violence, how a free and peaceful moment 

was overrun by day and you by horror. 

 

what’s left of you is not enough  

to hold a mind together or, 

except in one bright image, make 

a literature of all this pain 

 

you build a fire the shadows arch 

around you just above the flames 

and as the yellow meal of warmth 

cinders, a rushing silence numbly eats you. 

(Dransfield 240-41). 

  

In this central part of the poem the sibilant and liquid consonants give way to nasal 

‘m’ and ‘n’ sounds, associating the bright image and creation of art with a gentle 

hum. Ironically, this moment that signifies the creation of poetry is relatively silent. 

The image of flames surrounding the subject dramatises not only the moment 

where the mind disintegrates, but it also self-reflexively refers to the poem’s 

construction, where ‘one bright image’ makes a limited ‘literature of all this pain’. 

The bright fire itself is an image of enclosure and containment, holding within it 

the only literature that can be made of the subject’s agony. It is as if the subject is 

not able to exist or thrive within the text and its abundance of illusions, fiction, and 

created imagery. The poem is contained with orderly restraint, each stanza a regular 

quatrain with predictable layout and lineation. In this way, the poem contains the 

subject, constituting a composed yet porous boundary between reality and illusion.  

 

Another way that ‘Studio IV’ involves tension between reality and illusion, between 

language and silence, is through its Christian imagery. In the first half of the poem, 

Dransfield evokes the notion that a biblical arrival or second Coming is about to 

occur, as if the subject waking is about to witness a deeply spiritual, even life-

changing event. There is a parallel with the story of Christ’s birth, which took place 
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in a manger in a rural area, and in which the child was wrapped in swaddling 

clothes, just as the subject of this poem is ‘huddled in too few blankets’. The arrival 

of Christ, as with the arrival of the subject, brings peace and freedom to the 

moment of arrival but ultimately pain and horror to the one who arrives. Through 

these allusions, therefore, the subject of the poem is constructed as a sacrifice or a 

martyr. However, this is not a sacrifice for humanity as in the story of Christ, but 

rather the subject’s psychic pain forms a sacrifice for the present poem we are 

reading. In the second half of the poem, the speaker addresses the subject, stating 

that there is not enough of him left to ‘hold a mind together’. The ‘yellow meal of 

warmth’ could refer to either the flames cindering or to the person’s body 

cindering, with the latter reading evoking imagery of the Eucharist, of a body 

sacrificed. The subject becomes a ‘living corpse’, resonating with the paradox of 

Christ’s death and resurrection, the image of one having risen from the dead. The 

‘stick figure, saturated puppet’ recalls Christian art of Jesus suffering on the cross, 

emaciated and saturated with both pain and love. As Christ acted as a puppet for 

the people who crucified him, who mocked him with a crown of thorns, the 

subject is a ‘puppet’ in the poem, acted out by the speaker who addresses him as 

‘you’. Like the tomb that Christ was buried in, and from which he rose, the poetic 

subject comes to occupy ‘a single room somewhere / anchored to being by a 

cable’, and is tenuously connected to ‘the tiny worlds you cherish and which own 

you’. Unlike the narrative of Christ, however, this poetic subject does not rise from 

this state of living death, at least not within the bounds of this particular poem. 

Rather, ‘Life’s walking-wounded come to see / this new mutation of despair’—an 

image that refers to the subject’s visitors, but is also a self-reflexive gesture to the 

reader who ‘comes to see’ him by reading and engaging with the text. This draws 

attention to the voyeuristic quality of reading as practice, with those coming to 

poetry as ‘Life’s walking-wounded’, and coming with sorrow to view and wait with 

the person in despair.  

 

Dransfield’s decision to write ‘Studio IV’ in second person point of view, from 

outside the perspective of the poetic subject, allows clear articulation of the 

subject’s agony without compromising the sense that the subject has restricted use 

of language. The second person point of view is effective here because the subject, 

represented as losing his mind, would not likely be capable of the creative and 
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articulate words that the observer can form. The subject does not speak in the 

poem; they appear languageless, but Livio Dobrez contends that ‘The more 

impersonal these [New Australian] poets seek to be, the more personal they 

become; detachment from the subject turns the focus on the subject.’ (L Dobrez 

93). This seems to be the case with ‘Studio IV’, in which an anonymous and 

seemingly omniscient speaker has some psychic connection with the subject.  

There are no personal pronouns in the first two stanzas, and although we begin to 

comprehend a voice, a speaker addressing a ‘you’, there is no mention of an ‘I’. Via 

this neutral, omniscient perspective, readers gain insight to the subject’s suffering, 

and then in the final three stanzas we hear of a ‘they’, presumably ‘life’s walking-

wounded’ who come to visit. ‘Studio IV’ simultaneously addresses the poetic 

subject and the poem’s readers—the one who approaches madness and the ones 

who approach poetry—another way in which the poem establishes a parallel 

between the idea of the poem and the experience of losing touch with reality. 

 

The subject’s pain is so great that it erodes his or her sense of being, and in the 

fifth stanza, it is not possible for ‘what’s left’ of the person to ‘make literature’, 

except for in ‘one bright image’. The limited literature produced—the metaphorical 

bright image—is visually conceived in the following stanza in the form of arching, 

flickering flames. In this self-conscious text, Dransfield is aware of the 

shortcomings of poetry, suggesting that the compensation art yields is inadequate:  

 

A living corpse is what they find,  

stick figure, saturated puppet 

they can devise no use for you 

whom life rejected years ago 

 

so thin – a single room somewhere 

anchored to being by a cable  

woven to all that you desired 

the tiny worlds you cherish and which own you 

 

Life’s walking-wounded come to see 

this new mutation of despair 

and solitude is not allowed 

but sorrow and this dusty sense of waiting 

(Dransfield 241). 
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The act of creating literature disempowers the subject, but as with the notion of 

poetic immortality, they paradoxically continue to live on in some diminished 

form. In spite of the dramatic brightness of the flames, which are symbolic of 

poetry and language, they fail to burn or harm the subject; the flames are as 

intangible and abstract as language itself. The subject is subservient (literally subject) 

to the language of the poem, just as he is subservient to the flames from the fire. 

The fire, representing both an attempted suicide and the conception of poetry, 

merely ‘cinders’ or fails, suggesting that poetic language similarly falls short and a 

poetic subject is all that is left. 

 

In presenting a subject that is losing touch with reality and losing his ontological 

certainty, Dransfield plays with temporality in ‘Studio IV’, presenting time and 

space as fractured. Commenting on Dransfield’s tendency to present life as fantasy 

and vice versa, Livio Dobrez writes, ‘Fully aware of the moral implications of life 

as an impressionistic series of unconnected facts, Dransfield ties the whole 

together in a way that cruelly reveals its whimsy.’ (L Dobrez 25). This presentation 

of life as an ‘impressionistic series of unconnected facts’ is utilised in ‘Studio IV’, 

which constructs a subject who is experiencing a distorted and confused notion of 

time. Depicting ‘Studio IV’ as a series of connected quatrains, the poem is 

introduced in speculative, conditional past tense (‘But to have been there’), moves 

to past tense (‘chooks outside announced the Coming’), to conditional past tense 

(‘It would be Sunday… you’d discern’), and back to past tense (‘you had no 

chance’). The poem’s beginning has the sense of starting midway through a story 

or conversation, opening with the qualifier ‘but’ and implicitly mythologising a 

time and place where one was ‘fragile in an eggshell of illusions’. This sets up the 

poem as a kind of dream or fantasy, or alternatively it’s as if the speaker is recalling 

a former habit, ritual, or past event. Dransfield plays tricks with language and 

temporality; readers may be confused as to whether the first half of the poem 

occurred before or after the second half, when it shifts to present tense. In present 

tense, the speaker directly addresses the subject (‘what’s left of you is not enough / 

to hold a mind together’), and the penultimate stanza switches briefly back to past 

tense: (‘anchored to being by a cable’). It appears that Dransfield’s present tense 
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shift occurs at the dramatic climax of the poem, a move characterised by George 

T. Wright as the ‘lyric tense detail’:  

 

The lyric tense detail is almost always felt as symbolic, and as with Yeats’s swans that drift or his 

birds that reel, the tense often appears at the most climactic moment, the moment at which some 

symbolic transformation, some metamorphosis, takes place … (Wright 573). 

 

Wright’s speculations on the lyric present tense are echoed by Harm Pinkster, who 

argues that in Virgil’s Aeneid, ‘the choice of the present occurs predominantly in 

salient “peaks” of the narrative’, and that Virgil prefers the present in situations of 

some urgency. (Pinkster 710). In his analysis of Yeats’s ‘Easter, 1916’, James 

Longenbach argues that ‘the simple present tense produces a timeless presence’ 

and that ‘this state of constant mutability feels mythic, always happening, always 

having happened.’ (Longenbach 65). The comments of Wright, Pinkster and 

Longenbach are apposite to my reading of ‘Studio IV’, as this poem’s shift to 

present tense occurs at the dramatic climax—the moment when the subject is 

surrounded by flames—representing an attempted suicide or alternatively, the 

creation of poetry. The symbolic transformation or metamorphosis is that this is 

the point in the poem that is self-conscious of its status as a literary text. The 

present tense part of ‘Studio IV’ highlights a mythical, eternal present that is built 

up to and mythologised in the early part of the poem, thus rendering timeless and 

mythical the act of conjuring a ‘bright image’, or representing psychic pain in 

poetry.  

 

Chaconne for a solipsist  

A well-known Dransfield poem, ‘Chaconne for a solipsist’, which was also 

published in Voyage into Solitude, is relevant for analysis because it draws upon 

intertextual images of madness to set up a physical room, the subject’s mind and 

the poem itself as fragile, ephemeral and illusory. The poem represents the ultimate 

voyage into solitude or solipsism, portraying a speaker who supposes that nothing 

exists beyond their perception of the enclosed room. The poem is written in prose 

form, bridging the divide between poetic and discursive forms. In her book-length 

study of the prose poem genre, Margueritte S. Murphy notes that the form was 

popular amongst French Symbolist poets Baudelaire, Mallarme, and Rimbaud, all 

influences on Dransfield and the latter of whom is explicitly referred to in 
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‘Chaconne’. (Murphy 4). Murphy observes the use of the prose poem in Rimbaud’s 

‘Illuminations’, in T.S. Eliot’s ‘Hysteria’ and in William Carlos Williams’ 

‘Improvisations’, each of which portray experiences of mental distress. (Murphy 

33-34). She points out that the prose poems of Rimbaud and Mallarme ‘served as a 

locus for disorienting experiments in prose that subvert not only set generic 

conventions, but also conventional discursive logic, syntax, and semantics.’ 

(Murphy 41-42). Murphy’s observations about the possibilities of the prose poetry 

form are relevant to Dransfield’s ‘Chaconne’, which also subverts conventional 

discursive logic in its hallucinatory, counterintuitive and at times contradictory 

imagery. The absence of regular metre, line breaks and spacing means that the 

poem itself does not adhere to time or space, constructing these as malleable and 

even irrelevant. By expanding meaning through reference and making things 

signify something else, the poet diminishes meaning, even collapses meaning. For 

Dransfield’s prose poem, the poetic elements foreground the nonsensical aspects 

of aberrant, insane thought, yet the prose qualities represent the fluent, rational and 

orderly language system in which such thoughts have to be expressed. Writing the 

poem in prose form allows it to resist categorization, with the speaker grappling 

with his condition as a literary subject. In this way, the hybrid form draws a parallel 

between the subject and the poem; both are struggling with an identity crisis, and 

with blurred boundaries between reality and unreality.  

 

Dransfield’s celebration of the solitary is ironic in this poem, perhaps because a 

chaconne was often performed as ballroom dance in the 18th century; to perform a 

chaconne as a solipsist reinforces the speaker’s isolation. Chaconnes are generally 

in triple time and involve changes between major and minor modes, a quality that 

Dransfield recuperates in the way the poem shifts between robust, healthy tones 

that evoke an amplifying subject (echoing the tone of a major key), and 

melancholic, ethereal tones that evoke a diminishing subject (echoing the tone of a 

minor key). For instance, the speaker is assured at the beginning of the poem, 

confident about his own ontological existence (‘The most significant thing about 

this room is that nothing else exists…’). Scattered throughout the poem, however, 

there are shifts to tones of introspective melancholy, such as when the speaker 

states: ‘It is difficult sometimes for me to remember that I too am imaginary.’ It is 

at these points that the speaker transitions from being the centre of the poem’s 
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represented world, to acknowledging that they too are a mere construction. 

Another example of the poem’s transition to what can be read as a major-to-minor 

shift is in the fantastical line, ‘An identical self represents me in the salons of my 

friends on the previous planet’, which is then swiftly undercut by the haunting, 

mostly monosyllabic line, ‘They will not notice I have gone.’ These apparent shifts 

from major to minor, from confidence to uncertainty, highlights the changeable, 

ephemeral quality of poetic language, with the subject only existing during the 

transitory time in which the poem is being read. The tone shifts highlight the 

malleable quality of language, as well as foregrounding the impermanence and 

fragility of the poem and poetic subject.  

 

In ‘Chaconne’, the speaker is represented as a Tennysonian Lady of Shalott-like 

figure, whose room is structured so that mirrors reflect in rather than out towards 

the world, resonating with Dransfield’s poem ‘Illness’ in which he places ‘mirrors 

to make a world outside.’ (Dransfield 242). The speaker prefers imagination to 

reality, asserting that it is better to imagine new ‘furnishings every day’ rather than 

the ‘same shapes, colours, textures, polish.’ In this room, notions of time and space 

are skewed, and I argue that the room becomes a metaphor for the speaker’s 

unreliable state of mind. The solipsistic idea that only one’s mind is sure to exist 

manifests in ‘Chaconne’ as the speaker becomes increasingly withdrawn into the 

solitary room, and further withdrawn into his own psyche. Livio Dobrez notes that 

the poem’s room comprises the speaker’s only reality, and argues that in poems 

such as this, it is not merely subjectivity that dissolves, but it is also the subject that 

dissolves: Dransfield is ‘not commenting on the fragmentation of the objective 

world, but of mind itself’. (L. Dobrez 364, 369). In my analysis of Dransfield’s 

‘Chaconne’, I argue that the unpredictable turns within the poetic language have 

significant implications for the subject’s mind, which is similarly ephemeral and 

fragmentary: 

 

The most significant fact about this room is that nothing else 

exists. Beyond the walls, nothing. Space, perhaps, infinite and 

invisible. The windows are mirrors. Why look out when one can  

look in? There is no furniture. It is more amusing to imagine 

new, different furnishings each day, than to wake to the same 

shapes, colours, textures, polish. Today, next year, yesterday, 

it is one. On a wall – or is it the floor – is a clock I built once, 
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or shall build, or am building. Its two hands are identical, so one 

may never decipher their mute semaphore. Opposite, a pool of 

green, blue, or colourless, liquid, sometimes reflects and some- 

times invents. I think of this room as a filing cabinet a memory 

bank where the history of fantasy is stored. The fantasy of  

history. Dreams are sculptures, names are poems, nobody comes 

for there is no-one else, and nowhere from which to come. 

(Dransfield 243). 

 

This idea, that the physical space of the room is a metaphor for consciousness, is 

echoed in another of Dransfield’s poems, ‘Courland Penders: going home’, where 

he writes: ‘Draw the curtains there is no world without’. (Dransfield 39). As well as 

representing consciousness, the room also represents the fictional and illusory 

world of the poetic text. As mentioned above, the language is counterintuitive and 

even contradictory; things are suddenly the opposite of what they were originally 

defined to be (‘The windows are mirrors’). The room, a metaphor for the mind and 

for the poem, contains the speaker, and nothing exists outside of it. His imagining 

of ‘new furnishings each day’ suggests that the room—and the poem—can be 

redescribed and reinvented. For the poem, once written and published, it doesn’t 

matter what time or century it is being read, it is the same: ‘Today, next year, 

yesterday, / it is one.’ Time and space are warped so that the speaker does not 

know the difference between the wall and the floor, between today and yesterday, 

and the poetic language cannot discriminate between present, future or past tense. 

The clock on the wall has two identical hands, so that the time can never be 

deciphered, just as the poem resists hermeneutic interpretation and the speaker’s 

mind resists logical thought. The pool of blue, green or colourless liquid could 

stand in for ink used to print the poem—which ‘sometimes reflects and sometimes 

invents’—a comment that poetry can be both mimetic and illusory. Patricia 

Dobrez argues that the linguistic play on ‘fantasy’ and ‘history’ ‘banishes the 

concrete world altogether’, suggesting that the poetic language constructs the 

poem’s world as abstract, constituted of ideas rather than tangible material. (P 

Dobrez 56). In fact, the interchangeable use of ‘history of fantasy’ and ‘fantasy of 

history’ implies that empirical facts and abstract illusions are built of the same 

material, ultimately indistinguishable. Within the space of the poetic text, ‘Dreams 

are sculptures, names are poems’, which suggests that intangible, ephemeral dreams 

manifest in concrete, sculptural shapes, and that names—that which designate 
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identity—take on a deeper, artistic significance. Dransfield hints here that anything 

that appears in the objective world is part of a larger work of craft and imagination. 

In this way, language and subject are mutually constituted, and the fragile, 

ephemeral and illusory aspects of poetic language reflect back on the subject, who 

is conceived, similarly, as a product of the mind.  

 

An important part of what makes ‘Chaconne’ relevant to discussions of psychosis 

and hallucinatory experience are the intertextual allusions to figures such as W.B. 

Yeats’ Owen Aherne and Rimbaud’s poetic persona, who each expressly suffered 

from losing touch with reality. As the speaker becomes more introspective and 

insulated, his identity paradoxically disperses outwards, amalgamating with 

authorial and literary figures. The speaker changes as he declares himself to be, by 

turns, ‘Proust, de Vigny, Owen Aherne, myself’, because it is in the speaker’s 

enunciation that he can be infinitely reconstructed: 

 

I am  

Proust, de Vigny, Owen Aherne, myself – the identities are 

interchangeable. The mind is an entertainment, a circus where 

philosophers perform. I inhabit the drawing room Rimbaud 

imagined at the bottom of a lake, purple tincture of opium. An 

identical self represents me in the salons of my friends on the  

previous planet, they will not notice I have gone. 

(Dransfield 243). 

 

The speaker announces himself to be French novelist Marcel Proust, then French 

Romantic poet Alfred de Vigny, associations which link the speaking voice to 

those who craft and shape literature. In this way the speaking persona has power 

over fiction and art, but in the final part of the list he is announced to be ‘Owen 

Aherne’ and ultimately ‘myself’, the fictional characters within art, rather than those 

writing it. However, like notions of ‘history’ and ‘fantasy’, these identities are 

‘interchangeable’, and thus Dransfield further complicates and blurs the boundaries 

between supposed real people and fictional characters. The reference to Owen 

Aherne alludes to the brief poem ‘Owen Aherne and his Dancers’ (1928) by W.B. 

Yeats, which reads in its entirety:  

 

A strange thing surely that my Heart, when love had come unsought 
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Upon the Norman upland or in that poplar shade, 

Should find no burden but itself and yet should be worn out. 

It could not bear that burden and therefore it went mad. (Yeats 247).  

 

In declaring himself to be Owen Aherne, the speaker of Dransfield’s ‘Chaconne’ 

acknowledges that the blurred boundary between reality and fantasy creates 

conditions for the ‘wearing out’ of the heart, the ultimate recourse that is madness. 

In the line, ‘The mind is an entertainment, a circus where philosophers perform’, 

Dransfield extends the metaphor of the room, mind, and poem, to a circus in 

which philosophers might entertain, suggesting that the mind is a place of trickery 

and illusion. Yet another poetic reference is where Dransfield’s speaker states that 

he inhabits the ‘drawing room Rimbaud imagined at the bottom of the lake’, 

alluding to Arthur Rimbaud’s ‘Second Delirium: Alchemy of the Word’ from his 

work A Season in Hell. In the relevant passage, Rimbaud’s speaker states: 

  

Old-fashioned notions of poetry played an important part in my alchemy of the word. I got used 

to hallucination, pure and simple: I would see, fair and square, a mosque where there was a 

factory, a drum-corps of angels, coaches on the roads in the sky, a drawing-room at the bottom 

of a lake; monsters, mysteries; horrors leaped up before me from the titles of some vaudeville. 

And then I explained my magic sophisms by turning words into hallucinations! 

Finally I came to consider my mind’s disorder as sacred. I was idle, prey to oppressive fever; I 

envied the happiness of beasts—caterpillars, who represent the innocence of limbo; moles, the 

sleep of virginity!’ (Rimbaud 237).  

  

In inhabiting the fictional and surreal drawing room at the bottom of the lake, 

Dransfield’s speaker constructs himself as being present in all poetry as a result of 

appearing in this present poem. The allusion invokes ideas of the ‘alchemy of the 

word’, the capacity of words to transport one to other places in a way that is 

reminiscent of hallucinatory experience. For Dransfield’s speaker to inhabit 

Rimbaud’s drawing room, he is a fictional persona within the setting of yet another 

poem, constructing a mise-en-abyme of illusion in which they are even further 

removed from reality. Rimbaud’s ‘Second Delirium’ from A Season in Hell is also 

written in prose form and places, according to C.A. Hackett, ‘impersonal, 

epigrammatic statements among predominantly personal utterances … to give an 

ordered pattern to the expression of a disordered mind.’ (Hackett 91). Hackett 

argues that the experience described in this section is a delirium ‘controlled and 
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mastered by art’. (Hackett 97). Elaborating further, Hackett points out that the 

‘delire’ is ‘a storm inside Rimbaud’s skull and a coherent poem’, implying that 

Rimbaud uses a composed medium to portray a chaotic and delirious state. 

(Hackett 109). Hackett’s comments suggest that the delirium or madness presented 

in Rimbaud’s text is ultimately controlled by the poetry in which it appears; the art 

appears to tame the madness. As we shall see in my analysis of Dransfield’s 

‘Chaconne’, on the other hand, the speaker’s madness overcomes the poetic 

language and the idea of art; in this instance, the delirium controls the poetry.  

 

In the last part of ‘Chaconne’, Dransfield’s speaker acknowledges that everything 

within the room, mind and poem is a fictional construction, that everything is 

imaginary. When ‘caprices masquerading as ideas’ fill the air, readers are exposed to 

a dual meaning: caprices could be whims or fancies infiltrating the poem’s world, 

illustrating the interior of the hallucinating mind; alternatively, caprices could refer 

to lively dances, which fill the air, becoming omnipresent in the text. Within the 

room, the world of this poetic chaconne, fanciful ideas are everywhere as are 

smaller chaconnes, fragmenting and infinitely replicating the poem as well as the 

hallucinating mind: 

 

Everything is 

imaginary, everyone; only caprices, masquerading as ideas,  

populate the air. It is difficult sometimes for me to remember 

that I too am imaginary. The world has neither ended nor begun, 

but I may occupy myself believing that it exists. I could no more 

create it than it could create me; central consciousness is the  

only force neither positive nor negative. It must be a giant joke 

gone awry, a lysergic acid rave, Robinson Crusoe on the wrong  

island. But still an island, bounded by seas I shall never sail. 

Solitudes. Pacing impatiently the cage of body, of self. An exit 

glitters brightly in my hand.  

(Dransfield 243). 

 

With the line, ‘I could no more create it than it could create me’, Dransfield asserts 

the existential paradox of the speaker and poem; each cannot exist without the 

other. It is only at the end of the poem that we get a sense of the somatic, bodily 

qualities of the speaker: ‘Pacing impatiently the cage of body… An exit glitters 
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brightly in my hand.’ This line imagines the speaker to be confined by their body, 

whilst simultaneously transcending it. It is almost as if at the poem’s end, the 

speaker is resisting his status as a literary construction, trying to break out of the 

text to become an embodied self. This resistance seems to be countered, however, 

by the poem’s ending and final silence, cutting off the speaker’s aspirations and 

reinforcing its literariness with the void of white space, which is, like the space 

surrounding the room, ‘infinite and invisible’. The potential exit implies that self-

destruction is possible via drugs, via self-harm, by putting down the pen, or by 

ceasing to type. This escape can be achieved, paradoxically, either by picking up the 

pen or putting down the pen; it is ambiguous. As Aaron Nyerges proffers:  

 

(L)anguage is always a way of worlding with others, a way out of the self. Seeking an escape from 

solipsism, Dransfield ends a remarkable prose poem with a strange image that mingles stigmata, 

pen and syringe: ‘An exit glitters brightly in my hand.’ In the face of enclosure, heroin poetry 

opens the door to a somatic calm, a digital commons, and a selfless self who is slave to an 

addicted language that won’t allow that self to be anything but an addict, leastwise an inventor, 

author or proprietor of language. (Nyerges 154-55). 

 

 

This idea, that the speaker’s consciousness ends with the poem, has the effect of 

associating consciousness with the practice of writing, and moreover, with the state 

of being written. Further to Nyerges’ comments, I propose that ‘Chaconne’ 

functions as a commentary on the illusory, ephemeral properties of language; 

language and subject are mutually constituted, with their tenuous, ambiguous 

qualities reflecting each other. Unlike the poetic texts by Rimbaud and Yeats, in 

Dransfield’s poem madness is stronger than the language, it is dominant and 

catalyses the eventual breakdown of poetic language and poetic subject.    

 

Conclusion 

Given Dransfield’s tendency to fictionalise lived experience and to experiment with 

imagined worlds, it is not surprising that his poetry explores the tendency of the 

lyric subject to be both real and imaginary, inflated and diminished, everything and 

nothing. In Dransfield’s poetry, language and subject are mutually constituted, and 

this means that in exploring the oscillations in the lyric subject, Dransfield also 

makes a comment on the oscillating tendencies of language itself. This is conveyed 

in ‘Chopin ballade’ in the way that the poetic register heightens when language 
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presents a threat to the subject’s sanity, with the enhanced alliteration and sonic 

effects simulating notions of excess and madness. In ‘Chopin ballade’, the subject 

is at risk of death, alienation or ontological annihilation, by virtue of the 

conception of the poetic text. In ‘Parnassus mad ward’, the impassive Parnassian 

language in the poem corresponds to a diminishing, contained subject, while the 

dreamy, Romantic language corresponds to an amplified, increasingly insane 

subject. There is a direct relationship between the poetic language and the state of 

the lyric subject, as the change in tone parallels indications that the speaker too is 

at risk of madness and identity dissolution. Dransfield draws parallels in ‘Birthday 

ballad’ between the subject, the symbol of Courland Penders, and the notion of the 

poetic text, and the language’s implicit tensions emulate the subject’s impulse 

towards both creativity and self-destruction. The most experimental of the poems 

discussed here, ‘Madness systems’, invokes motifs of reflection to consider the 

relationship between a mad poetic subject and their oscillation between infinite 

replication and imminent collapse. I have argued that the recursive reflections, 

both in the form and content of the poem, disrupt the subject’s identity and the 

idea of language in the poem. Paradoxically, the proliferation of the subject’s image 

simultaneously multiplies and obliterates their identity and sense of being. ‘Studio 

IV’ also explores the ontological certainty of the subject, whose diminishment 

reflects mental distress as well as the limitations of poetic language. In this poem, 

the poetic register heightens at points that acknowledge a loss of contact with 

reality, thereby creating a parallel relationship between poetic language and the loss 

of one’s mind. Finally, ‘Chaconne for a solipsist’ sets up a room, the subject, and 

the poem as fragile, ephemeral and illusory. The prose poetry form resists 

categorisation, just as the speaker is unable to categorise himself as real or 

imaginary. These poems have in common the fact that they draw correspondences 

between the fragmentary, impermanent and imaginative qualities of poetic 

language and the lyric subject that the language creates.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

Peter Kocan (1947-) wrote poetry of mental illness and institutions at around the 

same time as Webb, Beaver and Dransfield, mostly writing from Ward 6 for the 

Criminally Insane in Morisset Mental Hospital, where he was detained for an 

attempt in 1966 to assassinate Federal Opposition Leader Arthur Calwell after 

speaking at an anti-Vietnam conscription rally. During his years in hospital, Kocan 

immersed himself in literature and poetry and two of his collections of poetry, 

Ceremonies for the Lost (1974) and The Other Side of the Fence (1975), were published 

while he was at Morisset. Michael Dransfield wrote to Kocan after his 

institutionalisation and encouraged his poetry. Kocan’s second collection, The Other 

Side of the Fence, included the following poem: 

 

‘Ward quiet’ 

 

The ward is quiet. Fifty illnesses 

Have been put to bed, have withdrawn into 

That other place where fantasies pursue 

The implications of their own oddness. 

 

The night nurse nods, yawns, smokes a cigarette. 

Accredited agent of the sane world 

He moves in the corridor in slippers 

Or dozes among filing cabinets 

 

Full of evidence – reports, case histories, 

Tales of family woe and fourth-hand hearsay, 

Bits of paper always available  

Like paid informers to confirm the worst. 

 

An open window frames a poet’s moon 

At midnight. But what have poems to do  

With fifty minds gone searching at the back  

Of a deeper night’s mysterious dark? … 

 

No more than those files full of papers 

That rustle with condemning rumours; 

Or the prowling nurse; or the sleeping 
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Empty faces his torch beam falls upon.  

(Kocan 1975: 30). 

 

In this poem, Kocan questions the role of language—both poetic and pragmatic—

in the condition of the fifty sleeping mental ward patients, whose minds have ‘gone 

searching at the back / Of a deeper night’s mysterious dark?’ The latter poetic 

image references the patients’ dreams, where ‘fantasies pursue / The implications 

of their own oddness’, but it also references the dark and mysterious states of mind 

that the patients inhabit. Kocan suggests that neither poems, nor ‘those files full of 

papers’, have anything to do with the minds’ searching through the dark, whether 

that be a search for sleep, dreams, or the more unattainable condition of sanity. It 

is implied that language, whether in the form of poetry or reports, has little to do 

with the mind’s search for peace, or the fact that the sleeping faces are ‘empty’, 

voided of identity or a sense of presence or activity. In fact, Kocan pertinently asks 

in this poem a question that I hope is answered throughout the course of my 

thesis: what does language have to do with mental illness and the mentally ill’s 

notions of identity and existence? Though Kocan expresses his doubts, my analysis 

of the poetry of Webb, Beaver and Dransfield shows that according to these poets, 

language has a crucial and critical role in shaping and determining the identity of 

the mentally ill subject.  

 

My three chapters share an exploration of the way language is envisaged to shape 

and construct the mentally ill subject, and in turn I analyse how this is depicted 

through poetic language. In chapter one, I examined the work of Francis Webb, a 

poet who felt haunted by words and who had delusions that his thoughts were 

transmitted to other people, thereby rendering his identity porous and his language 

transferable to the thoughts and speech of others. In Webb’s work, poetry emerges 

as a means of keeping at bay the threat of ontological dissolution, and a means of 

discovering one’s identity and sense of being. For Webb, language is intrinsically 

connected to notions of pain and suffering, as he uses the ‘language of suffering’ 

but also enters the ‘suffering of language’, presenting words as a medium through 

which pain is endured. In Webb’s poetic language, he turns chaos and horror into 

beauty and order, mediating disturbing images of mental pain in a lyrical, sonically 

patterned form. In Webb’s Ward Two sequence, language is both the cause of the 

patients’ suffering, as well as a means by which one can arrive at unexpected 
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holiness or virtue. The patients are free of the language of broader society, yet this 

is at a severe cost to their ontological security and self-awareness.  

 

The poems of Bruce Beaver share this aspect of Webb’s poetry, that mental pain is 

conceived as a linguistic phenomenon, inseparable from the world of words. The 

irony is that the poems that I have analysed, six poems from Beaver’s Letters to Live 

Poets, were written when Beaver feared his medication would turn him into a 

‘vegetable’, that it would render him incapable of language. As it was for Webb, 

poetry became an ordering principle by which Beaver could make sense of inner 

and outer worlds. Beaver’s epistolary second person address is used as an anchor 

for his existence, to render his poet-speaker more real and ontologically secure. In 

chapter two, I focused on Beaver’s lyric subject and his relationship to poetry and 

language, arguing that words are not merely palliative or redemptive for Beaver, 

but that they cannot be separated from psychic pain. In his poems, Beaver 

associates poetic language with both life and death, with both creativity and 

destruction, hinting that poetry has a relationship with the subject that is complex 

and contradictory.  

 

In my third and final chapter, I examined Michael Dransfield’s poetic construction 

of inflated and collapsed identities, arguing that the more fragmentary the language, 

the more the lyric subject is at risk of ontological disintegration. His act of playing 

with the boundary between existence and non-existence is explored in Dransfield’s 

writing. For Dransfield, both drugs and poetry could generate images, but I have 

argued that they are both also associated with the subject’s erosion to a state of 

non-being. Also relevant to Dransfield’s conception of the lyric subject was his 

tendency to ‘imagineer’, to blur the lines between reality and fantasy, causing him 

to read art and poetry as something that is real, and to view lived experience as 

unreal or fictional. In toying with boundaries of fiction and reality, Dransfield 

expands his lyric subject and merges them with other identities and subjectivities. 

In fact, Dransfield’s subjectivity is one that fluctuates in his poetry, oscillating 

between a solipsistic view of the self as everything, and a perception that the self is 

non-existent or annihilated. In representing a subject caught between being and 

nothingness, Dransfield suggests that poetry is, like the subject, both fragile and 

enduring.  
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Although my thesis is primarily literary and does not extend deeply into disciplines 

such as psychiatry or psychoanalysis, my findings may be valuable for each of these 

fields. In my thesis introduction, I outlined some findings of psychiatry and 

psychoanalysis, in particular the effect psychotic conditions may have on one’s 

ontology and subjectivity. On the one hand, illnesses such as these can make the 

subject feel dead, animallike or thinglike, alienated from their sense of self and their 

body. For schizophrenics or psychotics, this feeling of impotence or non-existence 

may be reinforced by the perception that surrounding objects have become alive. 

Paradoxically, sufferers of psychotic conditions may on the other hand perceive 

themselves as all-powerful or omnipotent, and they often express solipsistic beliefs. 

I argue that the nuances and complexities of poetry attribute it a special capacity to 

express the paradoxical sensations of non-existence and solipsism. Poetry is also 

well placed to express the surreal psychotic phenomenon wherein distinctions 

between self and other may disappear, and this can be achieved through a poetic 

voice that observes and reflects on other poetic subjects. During psychosis, 

subjects may become highly sensitive to words and signs, with words becoming 

either disconnected from their meanings, or too connected to their meanings. The 

medium of poetry, with its contradictions and contrasts, its tension between form 

and content, and semantics and sound, is in a privileged position to portray these 

uncanny sensations. Bringing together studies of mental illness and poetry, my 

thesis has been able to explore the way a mentally ill subject may have a complex 

and counterintuitive relationship to language, and my findings may be useful in 

fields other than poetry or literature, such as psychiatry and psychoanalysis.  

 

My thesis focuses on three Australian poets of the 1960s who wrote on mental 

illness, but there is scope to extend this research further. Female poets such as 

Kate Jennings and Sandy Jeffs have also explored issues of mental illness and 

institutionalisation, and poet-psychologists such as Craig Powell and Jennifer 

Harrison have written about mental illness. However, the reason I have focused on 

Webb, Beaver and Dransfield, is because of their shared interest in the subject’s 

relationship with language. Aside from poetry, there is scope to explore the role 

language plays in mental illness in other media, such as fiction, memoir, film or 

television. It is my hope that my thesis offers an entry point into a conversation 
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about the nuanced relationship between language and a mentally ill lyric subject, 

and begins to affirmatively answer Peter Kocan’s question in ‘Ward Quiet’, that 

poems and words have a significant role in the identities and ontologies of minds 

‘gone searching at the back / Of a deeper night’s mysterious dark’. 
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