James McAuley – literary criticism in the form of a personal memoir

Geoffrey Lehmann

I cannot claim to have known James McAuley at all well, but more than two decades after his death, the large number of people whose lives were touched in some way by the living McAuley is shrinking year by year. So when I was invited to speak at this conference, as I no longer write literary criticism, I thought I might attempt a personal memoir. 

I would stress however there are still many who knew McAuley much better than I did, and in this address I have attempted to mix personal memoir and literary criticism because of the limited nature of my contact with McAuley.

I first heard of McAuley when I was at school. Pat Eldershaw, my English master at Shore School in North Sydney, was the person who first stirred my interest in poetry and was the brother of Flora Eldershaw, of the writing duo, Barnard Eldershaw. Pat, as the senior master of Barry House, one of Shore’s boarding houses, for a short period during World War II,  had encouraged McAuley to be one of his house masters. McAuley did not teach at Shore – but he lived in, and presumably supervised the boarders’ home work in the evening. Pat recounted that McAuley would arrive back at night, perhaps a bit under the weather, and accompany himself on the piano singing sacrilegious ditties – perhaps some of the pieces out of the First Boke of Fowl Ayres.

I first came across McAuley’s poetry in H. M. Green’s path-breaking anthology “Modern Australian Poetry”. Green’s anthology was my introduction to Australian poetry at the age of 15 or so, and for me it was love at first sight. Most of Green’s selections were spot on. For example he anthologised classics of A. D. Hope such as “Australia”, “Conquistador” and “Return from the Freudian Islands”, before Hope had published a book. But with McAuley, Green’s selections were less sure. He chose McAuley’s marvellous translation of Rilke’s “Autumn” – and also what may be seen as the central poem of McAuley’s first book “Under Alderbaran” – the inspired poem “The Incarnation of Sirius” with its wonderful ending:

“Over the giant face of dreaming nations

“The centuries-thick coverlet was drawn,

Upon the huddled breast Alderbaran

Still glittered with its sad alternate fire:

Blue as of memory, red as of desire.”

 But Green also chose “She Like the Moon Arises”, a very slight love poem, and “Celebration of Love” a long and ambitious, but flawed epithalamium. I must say that when I first read it I was not convinced by lines such as:

“Those sober citizens of Sweet Content,

Koalas, feel the tug of the event

And look down from their sleepy galleries

In grave astonishment.”

Rereading it more than 40 years later, I still remain unconvinced.

I also heard from Pat the long story of Ern Malley, and like so many since, found many of the Ern Malley poems more interesting as poetry than pedestrian efforts such as “Celebration of Love”.

Although “Under Aldebaran” was published in 1946, I was able to pick up a new copy of this book when I was about 16 from Grahame’s bookshop in 1956 or 1957. In that era poetry volumes lingered on the shelves longer than now. For me this is still McAuley’s most striking book. There is an excitement, a raw energy in the language, despite the occasional bathos of poems such as “Celebration of Love”, that is missing in his later poems – notwithstanding their other qualities. You feel when you read “Under Alderbaran” that your are in the presence of an original mind, someone who is excited by ideas as much as language. As well as “The Incarnation of Sirius” there are outstanding pieces such as “The Blue Horses”, “Terra Australis” and “Envoi”.

Notwithstanding the pessimism of the viewpoint, there is a freedom, an urgent sense of discovery in these lines from “The Blue Horses”:

“I cannot hold this hour in my hand

Nor press

Its image on a substance beyond time.

Possess!

But we are never in possession

And nothing stays at our command.

Possess!

Yet day comes on.

The delicate steel cranes manoeuvre

Like giant birds above their load;

The high song of the tyres is head

Along the whitening road.

Possess!

All things escape us, as we too escape.

We have owned nothing and have no address

Save in the poor constriction

Of a legal or poetic fiction.”

This is poetry that makes large statements, but does not become portentous. The brilliant  clarity of the language seems to be driven by intense personal experience, an existential despair that continually threatens to overwhelm the poet. 

Opening “Under Alderbaran” perhaps for the first time in 20 odd years to prepare this memoir, I was surprised to discover a scribbled verse on an old scrap of paper in the handwriting of a friend who died in Canada more than 10 years ago. Timothy Suttor, like McAuley, was a Catholic convert, and he became a professor of theology at the University of Windsor. Tim had a fine mind, and wrote a lot of poetry, but was always a literary outsider in his native Australia – which perhaps contributed to the acerbic nature of the verse which he wrote about McAuley. Tim must have taken “Under Aldebaran” down from my shelves when he was staying in my house in the 1970s, written the following verse and replaced the book without telling me:

“Jim was no pretty man, no petty man

But was

A pretty petty poet – 

After the first scandal

Never quite scandalous enough again?”

The scandal which Suttor refers to is the Ern Malley affair, as it was always called. Suttor’s epigram  expresses the paradox of much of McAuley’s later poetry. McAuley was a person of ideas – there was nothing petty about him – and yet many of his later poems, particularly in the middle period were over pretty and programmatic. The ideas, which were generous and not petty, strangled the poetry, and made it timid and uninteresting, not “scandalous enough”. “A Vision of Ceremony”, McAuley’s second book, following his conversion to Catholicism in 1951, marked the first turning point in McAuley’s poetry. McAuley turned away deliberately from the excited language of his first book to a classical self-restraint. The result in “An Art of Poetry”, addressed to Vincent Buckley, is this bathetic couplet:

“Not in opaque but limpid wells

Lie truth and mystery.”

The opening verse of the poem begins with an oxymoron:

“Since all our keys are lost or broken,

Shall it be thought absurd

If for an art of words I turn

Discreetly to the Word?”

How can you be discreet, if you announce this loudly to the reader? In parts of this poem there are glimmers of the quietism of a George Herbert, or more recently Edwin Muir, which in this poem McAuley may be trying to emulate. Speaking of Jesus, McAuley writes:

“We have those treasures in earthen vessels,

In parables he told,

And in the single images

Of seed, and fish, and stone…”

But the beauty of these lines dissipates in the forced rhyme that ends the verse:

“Or shaped in deed and miracle,

To living poems grown.”

He then compounds this clumsiness by the explicitness of the next verse, which is could be seen as the essence of what it critiques:

“Scorn then to darken and contract

The landscape of the heart

By individual, arbitrary

And self-expressive art.”

This is rancorous and aggressive quietism. There is only one discreet thing about this poem – the title. One would have expected from the content of the poem that it would be called “The Art of Poetry”. Instead it is called, with surprising modesty, “An Art of Poetry”.

My friend Tim Suttor was a great admirer of Vincent Buckley, and gave me an introduction to him. When we met I seem to recall mentioning “An Art of Poetry” which with its dedication I had read as a wake up call to Buckley – to become more restrained and less obscure. Buckley seemed embarrassed and I did not mention the poem again.

Not everyone feels as I do about “An Art of Poetry”. It is a central poem in the McAuley canon, and another very explicit poet, Mark O’Connor, included it in his anthology of Australian poetry.

I got to know Suttor in my final year at school. I was reading Thomas Mann’s “Magic Mountain” at the time, and he personified for me the Jesuitical Naphta of the novel. To a young Protestant atheist with humanist tendencies such as I had, this encounter with intellectual Catholicism was as shocking to my belief system, as young Hans Castorp’s witnessing the verbal demolition of Settembrini’s liberal humanism by Naphta. I was fascinated, intrigued, and would have liked to embrace such unfashionable, and comforting certainties – but I just could not make the leap of faith. I remember discussing McAuley’s “Celebration of Love” with Suttor at that time, and Suttor defending it – and possibly praising the unfortunate lines about the koalas, which doesn’t altogether match up with the dismissive epigram he later wrote. Although I was never able to seriously entertain the idea of becoming a Catholic (or Christian) –  through Suttor I came to appreciate and admire the distinctive world view of Australia’s three Augustans: A. D. Hope, Harold Stewart and James McAuley.

In 1958 I finally saw McAuley in the flesh. He delivered a lunch time talk at Sydney University in a lecture hall adjoining the quadrangle on versification. He was lean and ascetic – he would have been a dandy except for the asceticism. The hall was packed – mainly with members of the Newman Society. Because of my friendship with Suttor I had been introduced to the idea that fixed form was a good idea –  poems could benefit from rhyme and regular metre – but I  hadn’t fully understood what metre was about. I was still fumbling about in the dark of adolescence. 

McAuley’s lunchtime talk  - it was really a lecture – was for me a real moment of illumination. He did not illustrate his theme with his own poetry, but I’ll use two lines from “The Incarnation of Sirius” to illustrate what he talked about. One of the lines towards the end of the poem reads:

“The stars that with rebellion had consorted”

This line is perfect iambic pentameter. The syllables that you pronounce with a stress are also the syllables that are stressed by the scansion of the poem. Iambic pentameter requires each line to have five unstressed syllables, each of which is followed by a stressed syllable. It is the rhythm of blank verse, all of Shakespeare’s plays and sonnets, Milton’s “Paradise Lost” and Wordsworth’s “Prelude”. The only slight irregularity in McAuley’s line is the feminine ending, with an unstressed syllable “ed” at the end of “consorted”. 

The final line:

“Blue as of memory, red as of desire”

breaks with the formal scansion, as the first syllable “blue” is stressed, when the reader is expecting an unstressed syllable. The rest of the line follows the regular scansion, but this departure from the formal scansion at the start of the line contributes to its extraordinary power and helps to make it so memorable. 

In his lunch time talk McAuley pointed out that by writing in fixed form, and occasionally departing from that form, tension is created between how the poem is spoken and how it is supposed to scan. This tension creates interest and surprise that is not possible with free verse, as free verse has no rules that you can break. Free verse is ultimately monotonous. There is no scandal, because nothing is scandalous.

I still did not know McAuley personally. He had recently started the magazine Quadrant and I sent him a couple of poems in rhymed quatrains – written perhaps before the lecture, as the scansion was still loose and imperfect. I chose my poems carefully. I admired his translation of Rilke’s “Autumn” in which, interestingly, he translates Rilke’s opening “Herr es ist Zeit” literally, “Lord it is time” as “Heart, it is time” – an inspired departure from the literal words. So I knew that McAuley was familiar with German poetry. In fact I suspected that he had traversed much of the landscape through which I had made my way – I’d read the Sturm und Drang of Goethe’s early poems, while going through the enormous depressions and brief exultations of adolescence, and had then discovered the classicism of the later Goethe with its promise of an escape from the tortured pursuit of self-conscious emotion. (One hadn’t necessarily escaped from this tortured pursuit at the age of 17 or 18, but at least an escape route had become visible.)

The poem, or two poems, I sent McAuley, were written in a Rilkean mode. One was a brooding introverted poem, which fortunately was never published. It was derivative, phoney, and pretended to be accomplished. My covering letter artfully included my telephone number above my address in the top right hand corner, and a couple of days later I got what I had been hoping for, a phone call from McAuley, inviting me to call in and see him at the offices of Quadrant, which were then perched in an upper floor of a narrow building in Albert Street, Circular Quay. When we met, he explained to me that I had talent but did not seem to fully understand prosody. He then re-delivered the lecture which I had heard a couple of months earlier at Sydney University. As I had remembered what he had said in the lecture in great detail – it had been truly a unique moment in my life, of sudden insight – our meeting in the large, dusky offices of Quadrant late in the afternoon had a strangely surrealistic quality, of time replayed, and as he spoke, I could almost predict what he was next about to say.

McAuley’s theory of prosody has a larger context. If you are wrestling with form, and perhaps you are trying to write a poem for a formal occasion – so that you are not trying to express yourself, your poem is a social act, and written within certain prescribed rules – you do not have to think about yourself or your emotions. You are freed from the despair of solipsism by your adherence to certain conventions. In this way form and convention can liberate your emotions in a way that formlessness cannot. Perhaps this is what Yeats meant by his phrase “the ceremony of innocence” – if you are intent on the ceremony you regain your innocence. 

This cluster of ideas forms part of a yet larger context – the concept of a civil society. I had come to appreciate much of this by the age of 17 or 18 when I met McAuley in the dusky offices of Quadrant in 1958. But I was unable to adhere to this world-view with the same commitment as McAuley. If you trace the course of McAuley’s life he was a great joiner. He joined the Democratic Labor Party. I have always believed that writers should remain independent of political parties – even if they have political allegiances, which we must all have if we are to live fully as human beings. My “non-joining” philosophy even extended to the Congress for Cultural Freedom of which McAuley was one of the co-founders in Australia. It was not technically a political party, but I was never a member although I occasionally went to their conferences. McAuley joined the Catholic Church, while people like me dallied at the fringe unable to make a leap of faith. There is what I am sure is an entirely apocryphal story regarding McAuley’s conversion to Catholicism which I heard from members of the Newman Society while I was at the university. It went like this: McAuley at about the time of his conversion has an audience with Cardinal Gilroy, and earnestly asks the cardinal where he might find some spiritual guidance. Gilroy is alleged to have replied: “Any sixpenny catechism will do.” This apocryphal story perhaps says more about the anti-intellectualism of Australians, even those with a commitment to intellectualism, as Newman Society members had, than it says about McAuley.

But it helps to explain the extreme nature of his conversion and his views at that time, their adversarial tone. McAuley’s world-view in his middle years is reductive. It allows only one type of poetry, and taken to an extreme, in a short period of time all the possible poems would be written. McAuley’s ideas on fixed form, although he developed them to a unique degree, together with his friends Harold Stewart and A. D. Hope, were in the ether at the time. The American poet, John Crowe Ransom, had also become a believer in the need for fixed forms, but eventually abandoned a rigid adherence to fixed form in a few late poems. Ransom was apparently led to change his stance by Wallace Stevens’s occasional poems in free form, which were undeniably poetry and satisfied even Ransom’s exacting aesthetic.

McAuley’s world view meant that he disparaged T. S. Eliot, referring to  “T. Eliot’s mighty line,/ To drift, and flutter, hesitate, opine,/ Hint at a meaning, murmur that God knows,/ And gently settle in a soup of prose.” This is a travesty of Eliot’s great achievement. I do not find in McAuley much sympathy with W.H Auden either. Auden’s renovated classicism should have resonated with  McAuley  – Auden’s elegy for Yeats succeeds brilliantly with subject matter similar to McAuley’s “An Art of Poetry” where McAuley fails. Nor did McAuley appear to reach out to the work of Wallace Stevens. Stevens’s poetry is a devastating critique of causes of the Left – but there is a sophistication, a nuanced view of things, a complexity, an irony, in Stevens that allows him to critique the Left in poems that read like poems – they do not become tracts in verse. The Australian Augustans, McAuley, Hope and Stewart looked back to Dryden and Pope as their models, effectively rejecting contemporary poets elsewhere in the English speaking world who had trodden a similar path but were able to embrace a more inclusive conservatism.

In 1961 McAuley moved to Hobart to teach English at the University of Tasmania. I had previously taken note of his view that poets should have a life outside literature and I felt that this was possibly a step backwards. In fact I suspect that his teaching literature to students may have been a step forward – it may have helped to open his mind rather than close it. It was easy to have cut and dried views about literature while you were teaching at the School of Pacific Administration. But the contact with young people, and the need to be an objective teacher, probably helped McAuley to become more tolerant. That is certainly how I read his later poetry – beautiful late poems such as “In the Huon Valley” with its elegiac last verse:

“Something is gathered in,

Worth the lifting and stacking;

Apples roll through the graders,

The sheds are noisy with packing.”

There is a hard, intellectual content in this last verse – it is intended to make a big statement – but it says it with such ease, such understatement, and the apples rolling through the graders distract the reader with a nice physical detail, so that the big statement slips through without fuss, and the reader is beguiled and accepts the big statement unconsciously, where it can lodge in the mind.

I personally regretted McAuley’s moving to Tasmania. I would have liked to have got to know him better. I eventually did get a few poems accepted for Quadrant – the first was a poem about Timothy Suttor’s young daughter dancing under the autumn leaves in Canberra. It is a slight poem and rather sentimental and over-pretty, but fortunately we don’t all like the same things and a Hungarian friend some years ago translated it into Hungarian because it appealed to him – not an easy task bearing in mind the rhyme and fixed form.

In the course of submitting poems to Quadrant, there may have been a few short covering comments, because at some point of time when McAuley visited Sydney I had him to dinner with friends in a house I rented in Sutherland Street, Paddington. It must have been spring, because my only memory of the dinner is that I had a large bowl of flowers in the middle of the table with azaleas and purple wisteria from my parents’ garden in Gordon. McAuley was a gracious guest and seemed to  appreciate being with young people.

After this dinner, which must have taken place in about 1997 or early 1998, McAuley’s “Surprises of the Sun” was published. I wrote a favourable review of this in The Bulletin in 1969. In it I referred to McAuley’s earlier poetry, in particular “The Incarnation of Sirius” and his criticism of what he called the Magian heresy. The Magian heresy essentially proposes a world-view and millenarian solutions based on personal emotion and intuition. This pursuit of self-expression inevitably ends in destruction, with the centuries thick coverlet being drawn, as the stars that had consorted with rebellion flee back to their former stations. An aspect of the Magian heresy was to substitute art for religion, with the artist as hero inter-mediating with the transcendent. In opposition to this McAuley had embraced “a vision of ceremony” (the title of his second book) or what Yeats has called “the ceremony of innocence”. 

In my review, so far as I recall, I suggested that “Surprises of the Sun” represented a relaxation of the more rigid formalism implicit in “A Vision of Ceremony”, and an acceptance of mortality. Certainly in this book, his fine poems about his family represent an enquiry into his own roots, a questioning of his own motives, which is lacking in his earlier and middle poems with their pristine certitude. “Surprises of the Sun” heralded a major change in McAuley’s work. 

Even in his first book, “Under Aldebaran”, before his conversion to Catholicism, the tone is quite impersonal. “Celebration of Love” has little sense of the person who is loved. Koalas are mixed in with divinities: “Jupiter himself had no such scope/ As man, when his inconstant passions range.” This impersonality becomes almost self-suppression in “A Vision of Ceremony”. When ostensibly celebrating the senses, in “Canticle” McAuley cannot rise above a cerebral self-consciousness in lines such as “The ceremony of pleasure goes/ With stately precedence; Like rich brocade it gleams and glooms/ Through the heart’s dim presence-rooms”. The poem ends with the poet’s spirit seeing “…when beating wings have gone,/ The lucid outline of the Swan.” This is a capitalised swan, and not a real swan at all, and it is not seen by McAuley the man, but by his spirit..

“Surprises of the Sun” is therefore the second turning point in his work. His work became more personal from that book forward, more imagistic, more concrete and less didactic. Perhaps he did not quite regain the raw energy of his first book, but this was replaced by a more personal note and a real modesty (unlike the boastful modesty of “A Vision of Ceremony”). One of McAuley’s strengths as a poet is that he continued to develop throughout his life, just as Yeats did. One may not enjoy all of the developments – and here I’m referring to McAuley’s middle period – but his journey and his battles with himself and his “joining” of causes, give his work a largeness, so that the work as a whole is greater than the sum of the parts, and even his failures are interesting. 

A week or so after my review of “Surprises of the Sun”, I received a note from McAuley, in his fastidious handwriting, where each angular letter of each word was crafted as a calligraphic masterpiece. In his note he thanked me, saying he did not know whether one should write thanking reviewers, and some words to the effect that he felt that no previous reviewer of his work had expressed such a clear understanding of his ideas. It is significant that this is what appealed to him about my review – the discussion of his ideas. McAuley is a poet of ideas, and his ideas were the weakness and are ultimately the strength of his work, and why it will endure.

McAuley died in 1976. I was sad at his death which occurred at a time when his work was still developing, and opening out to the world. My sadness was tinged with the regret that I had not got to know him very well. My last sight of him was walking slowly down Macquarie Street a few weeks or months before his death. It was well known at the time that he had incurable cancer – after an apparent escape a few years earlier. I recall that Leonie Kramer and possibly Douglas Stewart were walking along beside him. I think they may have been at a talk, or function for him at the Mitchell Library. I was driving in my car at the time, with young children, and it was a brief glimpse as I drove past, and I was unable to stop or catch his eye.
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