THE POETRY AND DRAMA
OF

DOUGLAS STEWART

Gordon C. Winch, B.A. M.Ed.

A thesis submitted to
The University of Sydney
in partial fulfilment of the requirements
for the (pass) degree of
Master of Arts

Lent Term 1968



o & %

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I wish to express my sincere thanks to
the following people who, among others, assisted
me greatly in the preparation of this work;
Professor G. A. Wilkes, Douglas Stewart, Nancy
Keesing, the staffs of The Public Library of New
South Wales, The Fisher Library and the library
of The Balmain Teachers' College, the students who
took part in my productions of the plays and my

professional friends and associates.



111,

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction

PART I - THE EARLY POETRY

Chapter 1 - Green Lions and The White

Cry

PART II - THE WAR POETRY AND THE VERSE

PLAYS

Chapter 2 - Elegy for an Alrman and
Sonnets to the Unknown

Soldier

Chapter 3 - The Verse Plays
The Fire on the Snow

Ned Kelly

The Golden Lover
ﬁihimr_g%
Figher's Ghost

PART III - THE ASSIMILATION PERIOD

Chapter 4 - The Dosser in Springtime

and Glencoe

PAGE

18

29

96



iv,

PART IV - THE AUSTRALIAN PERIOD:

THE POETRY OF MATURITY

Chapter 5 - Sun Orchids, The Birdsville
Track, Rutherford, The
Flowering Place 118




Vo

INTRODUCTION

Douglas Alexander Stewart was born 6 May
1913 in Eltham, Taranaki Province, New Zealand,
where his father, an Australian, was a lawyer. He
was educated at New Plymouth Boys' High School and
'Victoria University College, Wellington where he
studied law. He left university without taking a

degree and took up Jjournalism.

Between 1934 and 1938, when he came to
Sydney to take up a position on the staff of The
Bulletin, he extended his experience by travel to
Australia and England and worked in various positions
in journaslism, including the editorship of a small

New Zealand country newspaper.

From 1940 to 1961 he was editor of the

Red Page of The Bulletin, and then joined the

editorial staff of Angus and Robertson Limited.
In 1946 he married the artist Margaret Coen, and
apart from a holiday to New Zealand and a trip to
Europe on a UNESCO scholarship, he has not left
Australia. His published works, extending over

thirty years, have been in poetry, drama, short
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stories and criticism and he has edited numerous

literary works.

Although Stewart has published a volume
of short stories,l has written many critical
articles and has edited numerous works, he is
essentially a poet and his five dramatic efforts

themselves were written in verse.

His writing reveals that he is a multi-
faceted poet, both in the types of poetry he
attempts and the features within it which are
too conveniently easy to catalogue. He writes
effectively in the lyric form, ranging from the
short personal lyric through the nature lyric to
the long meditative piece; he writes in a variety
of narrative types including the ballad and
develops in his later poetry a penchant for long
and short poems in the discursive mode; he uses
myth with particular effect when applied to the
explorer; he is a close observer of human nature

and delights in the incongruous, showing a real

1. For a list of Stewart's published works see
Bibliography.
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gift for comedy and a mastery of the ironic.

I have argued, however, that Stewart's
‘whole work reveals much more than isolated features
of excellence. It shows fundamentally a delicately-
wrought and deeply considered evolving view of life
based on a humanistic, almost romantic, concept of
man, counterbalanced by a degree of irony and
explored through a wide range of subject matter and
technique. More specifically, the essential theme
or motif in Stewart's writing is the exploration of
human endeavour, and since men is not alone on the
planet his relation to nature and the poetic
analysis of the.natural world itself all become
part of the exploration which the poetry traces.
The vast continuum is explored in infinite detail,
for the discovery of its essence may provide inter-
connecting links throughout the whole and the
perplexing duality of the natural world finds its

parallel in human action.

The humanistic view of man implies a
concept of human excellence and Stewart explores

this through the "heroic dimension" in his work.



viii.

The hero as such appears in numerous guises
throughout Stewart's poetry; he is the soldier

in the sonnets, the explorer hero in The Fire on

the Snow, "worsley Enchanted", "Terra Australis"
and "Mungo Park"; the mythical hero in Ned Kelly
and the scientist hero in "Professor Piccard" or
"Rutherford". He can be found even as the fantasy
hero in "The Dosser in Springtime" and "The Bunyip",
or the unassuming hero in "B Flat". In the plays
he is considered, weighed, and modified to appear

again in the later poems.

I have argued that Stewart as a playwright
has not been a success, He has attempted a most
difficult task in the field of verse drama and had
to contend with an adverse theatrical climate.

The plays are, however, extremely rich in the
texture of their ideas, the quality of the poetry
and thé development of Stewart's concept of the

heroic,

I contend that Stewart's later verse -
much of it in the discursive mode - is the natural
outcome of the developmental pattern of his writing
and forms a fitting culmination to the work of one

of our most significant poets.



PART 1

THE EARLY POETRY




CHAPTER 1

GREEN LIONS AND THE WHITE CRY

X
Green Lions was Stewart's first published

book of verse and the only collection of poems to be
printed in his native land, New Zealand. Like its

2
successor, The White Cry, Green Lions shows Stewart's

response to the natural world about him and his
struggle to meke some sense of his own life and of
human beings generally. Although the book contains
some extremely immature efforts at verse - he was only
twenty-three at the time of publication - in it can be
seen the beginnings of a perceptive and sensitive
observer of nature and of life, of someone who can use

words with considerable skill.

« 1 D.A.Stewart, Green Lions (Auckland: Whitcombe &
Tombs, 1936). All references to poems will be from the
original editions, except for those written after the
publication of Rutherford for which the reference will
be Collected Poems (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1967).

2. D.A.Stewart, The White Cry (London: J.M.Dent &
Sons, 1939).
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The emotional, generalised response of the
apprentice poet is seen in such poems as "Auburn"
which opens the edition, It 1s difficult to see
the mature Stewart in such lines as:

As with a music rare

As moon on crags of lime

The bow of ice-blue water

Sang keen sang keen across
The silver strings of time.

or in "The Growing Strangeness":

Impersonal, impersonal, I am as strange and lone
As a dead tree, a pillar of black stone.

and in "Traffic":

: there the ploughshare
Gashing earth's guts behind the sweat-smeared
horses

To stand on some sheer pinnacle, white and drawn,
Aghast with triumph in a weird green dawn.

Apart from the unfortunate straining after
alliterative effect in "silver Strings of time" and
"gashing earth's guts" these poems rely for effect
largely on the vague associations the words draw up.
They commit faults in poetic expression which Stewart

was to deplore later and weed out very carefully from
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1
his mature work.

There are, in Green Lions, some very

sensitive and beautiful nature lyrics which are as
fine as anything of the type he wrote. "Poplar in
the Mimi Valley" shows Stewart's ability to colour
imaginatively a natural scene and bring it to life
with a striking image, cleverly maintained:

She holds a golden coin between her teeth

This winter singer who is not afraid,

And wind or the dark audience of trees,

Watching and envying, on the ground beneath,

Have showered tribute even as I do now,

Guinea on guinea, a golden cannonade;
Sometimes striking images are isolated as at the end
of "Tablet for the Lonely Water":

And those cool eddies that caressed her feet

Be utterly lost in winding and unwinding

Of the lost listless tides hauled creeking on

Cordage of silver, the windless of the moon,
while at other times the image becomes the very

fabric of the poem itself as in the title poem of
the book:

N Stewart has omitted many of the more creaking
attempts at poetry from his first collected edition,
Collected Poems (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1967).
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The bay is gouged by the wind

In the jagged hollows green lions crouch,

And stretch,

And slouch,

And sudden with spurting manes and a glitter
of haunches

Charge at the shore

And rend the sand and roar.

Stewart does not write about nature in this
collection as a symbol of a wider world - a typical
feature of his later poetry. As if not confident
of his power to evoke the general from the particular,
he uses nature in this early verse more as a stepping-
off polnt for direct comment on himself and life
generally. In the second section of the poem "Green
Lions"™, for instance, the windy bay becomes the
background to a scene of human tension and "the black
cup of a winter's dusk in "Moment" provides the frame-

work for a personal mood of melancholy.

I am not éuggesting that Stewart's meditative
lyrics are either limited to his earlier work or are
in any way inferior. Indeed, Vivian Smith maintains
that poems such as these are among Stewart's finest,l

but this coupling of natural description with

1. Vivian Smith, "Douglas Stewart: Lyric Poet",
Mean jin, XXVI (1967), 46.
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reflection in this early writing is often too
shallow or too personal. It is only when he
reaches well beyond the particular image that he
seems able to make a relevant poetic comment on the

world about him.

An example of this is seen in the poem,
"watching the Milking". The scene is first des-
cribed and the patient cows who "await the sucking
cup" are brought pictorially into focus. Then
Stewart provides us with the explanation; the cows
are part of a wider, almost primeval pattern of life
with which man has become an integral part. So
clearly is the pattern revealed that the poet's
imagination carries him to a state of deep insight.

I might have been watching the cold craters

of the moon,

Or Pithecanthrope gesturing to his mate.
There is a direct allusion to a wider and more
significant world here rather than the implied one
which is found in much of the later poetry. I would
argue that the poetic imagination is trying to grasp
the concept of an interrelated universe but the hold
is still unsure. It will become firm and steady in
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the nature poems from Sun Orchids onwards.

Although Stewart may not have reached the
mature statement which his later poetry makes he is
able to demonstrate in the early writing his ability
to look closely at particular things and describe
them in detail. The New Zealand landscape which he
paints in Green Lions is fully assimilated through

accurate observation and portrayed with pictorial
skill:
The colours of dawn persist into day.
The sky gleams to the east, to two blue mountains
In streaming copper, in steels cold grey.
Stone cattle are carved on the green.
"winter Morning"

Another characteristic which appears in

Green Lions is that the landscape to which the poet

alludes is looked on as essentially hostile and
forbidding. In "Hostile Mountain", wind is "assassin",
water calls "with a cold voice", stone "is angry"

and "The dead volcano has something of stillborn

hatred even yet". Possibly this type of response is
best seen in "Morning in Wellington":



Thin stone is in this chill wind from the south,
Thin stone, an essence of those bleak hard hills
That bulk between the town and the wild surf.
Yes, though it gets its coldness from the sea
That snowed with moonlight, icicled with foam
Antarctically glistened all night long,
This current in its planes like panes of glass
That vertically shear between black walls
Is hardened and made sour with those huge hills
As though the sharp spurs gritting through the
grass
Exhale their own dark breath into the wind.

Stewart has commented on the early influences
on his writing,l listing among them the dark,
passionate prose of John Cowper Powys and the
flamboyant imagery of Roy Campbell. It is possible
that the black mood of much of this early writing can
be attributed to the poet's impressionable youth
responding to neo-romantic impulses. However, the
jdea of nature being alien has impressed Stewart
strongly in his early poetry and its tone is very
similar to that which produced the harsh white world

of The Fire on the Snow. Later he is to see the

essential paradox in nature which impressed him so

greatly in his poems on Australia and will write with

1. See Poetry Magazine, No.5 (1966), 3-6 and telecast
interview 7 January 1965 with John Thompson, reprinted
in Southerly, XXVII (1967), 188-198.



restraint and sensitivity of a land which can
produce tiny, delicate wild orchids and yet can be
violent and cruel; the type of world which will
provide a suitable backdrop to the play of heroic
human life which is to become one of Stewart's

dominating interests.

There are no poems in this collection which
show Stewart's later developing interest in man's
heroic dimension - these emerge in the wartime
writings - but he is, in these early works, showing
his concern with human problems. In poems such as
"The Girl in the Bus" he responds directly to the
human scene which appears before either his physical
or inward eye, and writes sensitively on it. There
is in this poem an effective evocation of loneliness
in a crowd, of the extreme difficulty of communication,
of the isolation of the individual and his dream of
fulfilment. The essential features of the scene
are clearly etched:

From left to right huge matrons on huge haunches
Surge and converge with the swaying of the bus;

A thin man shrinks into the evening news
As if it were his shell;
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then Stewart's youthful physical and romantic longing
becomes the poem's point of focus:
With wild desire I note
Her lithe live limbs, her honey-goclden throat.
It may be she, it may be she who holds
The clue to my lost lake, the green, the
blinding sky
The shaking cool lost leaves. And we will age!
This is refreshing in spite of 1its
immaturity, but the cry of "And we will age!™ is out
of keeping with the previous responses. It is not
until much later that Stewart can talk with control
about the whole human situation. His poem, "Elegy",l
in which he looks upon death as "the rest of the
bargain right from the start", is the type of
emotionally controlled comment which maturity will

bring.

Stewart's poems in Green Lions which fall

into the comment-on-life category include "Shinbone
and Moss", "Died in Harness" and "Prelude and Gold in
Taranaki™; the last mentioned and "The Girl in the

Bus", in particular, seeming to anticipate Stewart's

) Poetry Magazine, No.3 (1967), p.8.



interest in the positive, life-affirming aspects
of the world. The appeal of Roy Campbell's work
and later that of Norman Lindsay weas understandable
in a young man eager to taste life. The poems are

essentially masculine and outgoing.

Stewart's work usually shows considerable

variation within one collection, and Green Lions is

no exception, Side by side with robust masculine
poems are verses of extreme tenderness and delicacy.
"The Imperishable Image" puts forward with
sensitivity the romantic fancy that one, very
beautiful , might leave a permanent image on the
reflecting surface of a pond or mirror. It is a
fitting poem to conclude the discussion of Stewart's
first volume, which left little doubt that he was

@ young man with a future in Australien writing:

We dream of one imperishable

Who roves the land when trees are still
And has such perfect loveliness

Her cool reflection never passes

But leaves undying soft impress

On any water, any mirror,

whiter than naked boughs and clearer
Than candlelight on softening snow.
Where water cen withhold its flow
In reedy lake or leafy pool

I see her image always now

Whiter than willow, beautiful.



11,

The White Cry (1939) published in England

three years after Green Lions, is a very disappointing

work and the worst collection of poems that Stewart

1 Self-conscious and mawkish in

has produced.
sentiment, the poems at their worst are so different
from either the Stewart of early promise or the
Stewart who will emerge, that the book could well be
looked on as a deviation from the main stream of

his poetic development - he has admitted, himself,
that the work is largely Roy Campbell pastiche.z
The poems are also so extremely repetitious that
detailed consideration of more than a few is not

worthwhile.

In "On the Crest of the Ridge", the first
poem in the collection, Stewart is comparing his life
to the moonlit and shadowed parts of a ridge. with
hackneyed poetic diction he mekes an apostrophe to

1. It is surprising that the collection has not
escaped a more pungent attack. Vivian Smith in his
article on Stewart's verse, Meanjin, XXVI (1967), 41,
has seen The White Cry as the best of Stewart's early
books. James McAuley considers "Look Now for Country
Atlas" a near perfect lyric. Cf. The Literature of
Australia, ed. Dutton (Adeleide: Penguin, 1964), p.365.

2. Interview with John Thompson, Southerly, XXVIT
(1967), 197.
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his love:

Take breek for brutes or flutes as passion wills.

In silver anguish chained too fierce to move

I say take break or spurn, but do not turn

Where down behind you, scarred with years and

fern

Lit with a blacker megic than the moon's ’

Lies half the ridge and half my life in shade.
The poem continues with such phrases as "ere they
fade™ and "0 forbear" strikingly unlike the writer
who will later use to great effect, the conversational

poetic style.

The word "silver" is used four times in the
poem, the word "light" twice, "blacker" twice and
"shade" four times. Through the collection these
words, together with "saffron", "blue", "rose", "gold"
and "creamy", develop into an annoying colour cliché
which becomes extremely tedious and has little
imaginative impact. Consider the following examples:

Like silver foam on yellow wine,
The valley's whole wild goblet won
Pours down my throat with saffron fire

A taste of earth and gnarled desire.
"Gorse"



13.

Hissing with silver like a sea of snakes,
And willow boughs now belled with gold again
Shivered and struggled in the rain's bleask lakes,
Were naked in the glitter of the rain.

"Green Pond"

And as on yellow pools at eve

The silver rains of insects bubble,

Bright showers of starlings pelt and grieve

The still and saffron lake of stubble,
"Haystack"

From saffron and silver, bells and leaves and
And the blue thunder of the drums of noié?ht’
"A Summer Dusk"
"Summer Dusk" shows clearly how Stewart has
stepped away from the sharp, particular description
of landscape which was a feature of his earlier volume.
The poem is hardly about dusk at all, reminding the
reader forcibly of many of the nature poems of
Kendall which are little more than generalised and

vague responses, not to a particular natural scene,

but to a mood.

In "The White Cry" sentiment is laid on
with a heavy hand and the effect is not the one of
tenderness and pity which the author wished to

provoke, but a general discomfort experienced as a
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result of an exhibition of poor taste. A lamb is,
after all, a strong symbol of innocence and purity
in English poetry and to have it lost in a forest
should be more than enough, without the crude

associations of "red bloocd" on "white snow".

"A Walk in the Wind" opens with a poor image
and fails to recover. The author's emotion weaves
through the poem, self-conscious and immature;
"yillage" is the ranting of a homesick youth; "Hooves
Through the Village® lacks clarity, although its
impact is forceful; "Green Pond" endorses the poet's
own description of his mind as "but a waving of green
weeds"., Stewart wisely saw fit to omit ten of the
poems in The White Cry from his first collected
edition, among them being "Triumph", "Silver in Black",
"Hand and Eye" and "Against the Tide".

There are isolated images and sections from
various poems which show imagination and developing
poetic skill. The last two verses of "Look Now for
Country Atlas" give an otherwise medliocre poem & grace
and charm which anticipate the lyric excellence of

Stewart's later work:
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Look now for country Atlas:
Lightly enough he bears

Who moves among dark trees
His world of simple cares,
The wood to warm him by,

The paddock thick with grass,
The stack not built, but I,

True load not shouldered yet

And nowhere here to find,

Feel the red-brown light a burden
Lowering on my mind,

And walk with heavy tread
Homeward from farm and Atlas

To glass and book and bed.

In "Haystack"™ Stewart considers the romantic idea

of the haystack being "a whole green field, a whole

gold

summer". He gently develops the feeling of

winter:

then

The field is bare that once concealed
So much of little fur and feather,

Too shorn of cover now to shield

A fleldmouse from the hawk or weather;

And as on yellow pools at eve

The silver rains of insects bubble,

Bright showers of starlings pelt and grieve
The still and saffron lake of stubble.

he emphasizes the haystack's golden treasure:

Yet what was there is gathered up
And will not perish for the cold:
Though all the suns of buttercup
Went down in one wild dusk of gold,
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And daisy-moons like snow were shed

On soft green oceans toppling over,

And lark and hare in terror fled

The crumpling purple flames of clover,
It is only then that he relates the poem directly
to himself, keeping the meaning of the analogy only
one of implication:

And I beside the cold, shrill marsh

Re joice I heard that bitter rumour,

And stacked me here for time grown harsh

A whole green field, a whole gold sumumer.
Colour is used in this poem with effect. The golds
and purples of Stewart's repertoire find full and

ready application to the autumn scene.,

Even so, the best of these poems are extremely
"Georgian" in diction and in idea. Stewart's debt
to W. H. Davies, Blunden and even de la Mare is seen
clearly enough and the poems are very stereotyped.
The individuality which was to mark some of his later

poetry was little evident at this stage.

Both Green Lions and The White Cry, I would

argue, are the poetry of Stewart's youth, giving an
indication of what the poet would do in the future.

His perceptive observations of the natural world



recreated through an imaginetive use of words, his
lyrical quality, his interest in humanity - as yet

. very personalised - his obvious questing for insight
into the pattern of the universe are all significant
features in his writing and will appear in developed

form in his later work.



PART II

THE WAR POETRY AND THE VERSE PLAYS




CHAPTER 2

EILEGY FOR AN AIRMAN AND SONNETS TO THE UNKNOWN

SOLDIER

Elegy for an Airmanl and Sonnets to the

Unknown Soldier2 can be considered together. The

former was published in 1940, the latter in 1941,

and each represents a new phase in Stewart's thinking.
Gone is the early vague romanticism which coloured
much of his early poetry and in its place is a more
mature and sober approach to life. War has had its
effect on the poet; his childhood friends have been
killed in action, his new-found home, Sydney, has
become a place which resounds to the tramp of marching
feet, the news of Dunkirk has brought to him the

tragedy of war in all its force.

1., Elegy for an Airman (Sydney: Frank C. Johnson,
1940).

8. Sonnets to the Unknown Soldier (Sydney: Angus &
Robertson, 1941).
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Burning Dunkirk was the mouth of hell at
midnight

And a man who was lover, husband, father of
children,

Workman or farmer or bank clerk, not of
importance,

Walked cursing into the flames and died on the
beach,

Or clambered aboard a boat and saw white dawn

Break on the cliffs of England. And this was
the man

Who died at Thermopylae, and died at Waterloo,

Died at Gallipoli, died in the mud at
Passchendaele.

Sonnets to the Unknown Soldier (p.7)

It is at this stage that Stewart's interest
in the heroic begins to appear, and war seems the
catelyst which has hastened its development. The
exploration of heroic motive becomes a significant
theme in Stewart's writing. It provides an essential
link between these poems and the verse plays; it
follows through and permeates his later writing; it
appears in varying circumstances in different
environments; here it emerges against the general

background of a world war.

Stewart sees war's brutelity, its
wastefulness and its essentiel tragedy. He would
agree forcibly with Siegfried Sassoon's ironic

comment
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In sermon-time while Squire is in his pew,
He gives my gilded name & thoughtful stare;
For though low down upon the list, Tm there-
"In proud and glorious memory" - that's my due.
Two bleeding years I fought in France for Squire;
I suffered anguish that he'd never guessed;
Once I ceme home on leave; and then went west.
What greater glory could a man desire?

"Memorial Tablet™"

Indeed there is an echo of this in:

Never fear, soldier, that we shall not reward
you

Though you did not fight for money and aék but
little-

A speech, a cheer and a job and a girl who
remembers.

You shall have the soldiers reward as from time
emorial:

A column of stone in the park =-=-—e=-w--
Sonnets to the Unknown Soldier (p.9)

Nor has Stewart any illusion about what war will
solve. "The fools will tell you we stand on the
threshold cf light", he says cynically of the future,
and the general tone of the sonnets maintaing this
attitude. What is different is that Stewart sees
great value in the soldier's courage as a thing in
itéelf. The unknown soldier is remembered for "the
lonely flame™ within him, for courage and endurance;
for "a life against the darkness". His deed in
itself catches that nobility in human action which
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Stewart is beginning to isolate, and which he will

voice more explicitly in The Fire on the Snow:

Triumph is nothing; defeat is nothing; life is
Endurasnce; and afterwards, death. And whatever
death is,
The endurance remains like a fire, a sculpture,
a mountain
To hearten our children.
Four Plays (p.30)

A number of poems in Elegy for an Airman

were published in overseas Journals before Stewart
came to Australia and took up his position with The
Bulletin in 1938. Some are similar to thése
published in The White Cry, which went to print a

year before. In fact, poems such as "The Grasses
Bend with Frost" and "The Mirror" would be quite in
place in the former collection. In poems like
"Heritege" and "The Fisherman" the poet is seen

squaring his shoulders to life:

I would endure for you,

Whom I love as my own brother

All the soul's thunderous weather;

I would turn my flesh to stone

To see the long winter through

For you, for man, for my son.
"Heritage"

The title-poem is, however, the finest in
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this collection. "Elegy for an Airman" was written

in memory of Stewart's friend, Desmond Carter, killed
in action in 1939. The poem has an elegiac tenderness,
a poignancy and a detachment, which are as yet new to
Stewart. The invocation of the vision of childhood

in:

Only the trees were dark behind trees in the bush
And only the blackberries stained our mouths like

blood,

The thrush like a fountain sang in the heat of the
willows

And our shadows moved with the trout in the sunny
water,

And we were the hares and the deer, -—~=-eeceec-

is almost as effective in its way as Dylan Thomas's

exquisite:

Now as I was young and easy under the apple boughs
About the 1ilting house and happy as the grass
was green,
The night above the dingle starry,
Time let me hail and climb
Golden in the heydays of his eyes,
And honoured among wagons I was prince of the
apple towns
And once below a time I lordly had the trees and
leaves
Trail with daisies and barley
Down the rivers of the windfall light.
"Fern Hill"

The restraint in feeling makes Stewart's



poem very moving without permitting it to approach

the sentimental:

Always beyond the roof that fingers could reach

Was life like a blue day, not to be held in the
hand;

And caught in its day your silver statemént of
laughter

Is a fountain they cannot bury under the clay.

0 my friend, your life goes echoing on through
time

As the thrush still rings in the mind when the

willows darken.

There is sufficient acceptance of the stark reslism
of death to balance the romantic memory of youth and

the poem is essentially satisfying.

For degath is no blackbird buried to feed the
sunflowers

But the empty room and the clothes to give to
the neighbours

And the fairy tale proved to be folly, the
mirror broken,

And the fire not 1lit because nothing can warm
the heart.

The sonnet sequence of eleven poems which

begins the collection Sonnets to the Unknown Soldier

and which bears its name is not particularly
imaginative or impressive in terms of poetic skill.
It is true that Stewart has begun to use the long
lines of blank verse which form the basic pattern of



24.

his plays and that he has consciously done away with
the lush and often vague language of his early poetry,
but the sonnets are not memorable in expression.

Their real appeal lies in the sincerity of the emotion
and the ideas which underlie them, indicative of
Stewart's thinking at the time.

The sonnets, read as a unit, give the
impression of a deep and considered statement. The
unknown soldier, for all his heroic dimension, is
just a man with

---------- one eye on the girls,
The other on the pub, his uniform shabby already
"Sonnet I"

There is an air of disenchantment about him,
often amounting to bitterness, because "all the
speeches were lies" and war generally points to the
failure of human aspiration. There is no foolish
optimism here, no shallow patriotism. Stewart has
looked more deeply into the sources of human motive
and has set his highest value on heroic fortitude as
all that matters and, indeed, all there is. This
feature of human activity he describes in his next

poem, "Men Who Know the Mountains"™, as "the naked
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valour of mankind¥

This is the first of Stewart's "explorer"
poens, He has teken the heroic quality which he has
found in the war poems and transferred it to the man
who faces the challenge not of war but of the elements:

The men who know the mountains, men who have
hurled
The stone of their being down vast abysses of
air
And clung to the rock and laughed while the white
hell swirled,
Men who have known what terror it is to stare
On crag upon rearing crag to the end of the world,
What pride it is to march with them, to dare
Their giant pilgrimage among the clouds
To shrines and destinies beyond our dreams,
Bring strange reports to trouble our huddling
crowds.
The hero of this type appears again and again in
Stewart's writing, embodying directly or obliguely
what he terms, the basic myths of the nation.l He
is Scott at the pole, Piccard under the sea or above
the clouds, William Lane in mid-ocean or the Australian

explorers from "Birdsville":

1. Cf. introduction to Voyager Poems, ed. Douglas
Stewart (Brisbane: Jacaranda, 1960), p.l2.
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You can see yet

In the great wide street

The heroes, the giants

Still striding the land:

Glaring and huge

From the Simpson mirage

Leichhardt come out

Dripping red sand,

Or with groan of bullock

And screech of hub

Blind Charles Sturt

From his stony desert.
In modified type this heroic figure is represented
later in any one who contends with nature, explorer
or not, appearing in a wide range of writing from
the plays to the meditative lyrics: in comedy
and tragedy, realism and fantasy; Ned Kelly in his
fiery outback, Tawhai in her misty mountains, Cornelius
on his desolate island, and, I would argue, Rutherford
the scientist who attempts the most difficult task of

all, the solving of the riddle of the Universe.

The sonnet sequence, "The Dreaming World",
is strikingly different from the previous poems in
Sonnets to the Unknown Soldier. The poems all share

a romantic, wistful quality which associates them with

some of Stewart's earlier work in Green Lions. The

world is personified; it is a sleeping, dreaming

world with a life of its own:
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The dark world stirs in her sleep with a wave
of branches
(p.19)

and a voice:

Talking in water as churches talk in bells.
(p.21)
As the sequence progresses the poet seems to be
searching for some mystical communion between the
dreaming world and himself, but the matter is never
clear and remains a type of romantic vision which is
rather disappointing in its vagueness:
But who in the crash and blaze of starry night
Can fill his throat with the towering cry of its
dreamer?
(p.27)
The sonnets are generally unsatisfying in their lack
of real point and fall well below later poems in which

Stewart looks into the essence of the natural world.

"New Zealanders", which closes the collection,
is an exaggerated piece of patriotic waffle but "The
Presences" - the only poem from this volume which

Stewart included in his Collected Poems (1967) - is

another of the delicate personal lyrics which are

only too rare at this stage. The sensitive play of
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feelings coupled with the light rhythmic movement
make the poem a development from "The Imperishable

Image" (Green Lions) and "Look Now for Country Atlas"

(The White Cry), all precursors of "The Dryad"

(Rutherford) which is the nearest approach to the

perfect personal lyric¢ one would wish to find.

The two volumes of verse have marked a
development in Stewart's writing. Although the
romanticised landscape is still present in some of
the poems, making a link with the early volumes, the
poet appears to have grown up emotionally and begun
to come to terms with the more serious and universal
motives which determine human action. The sonnets,
for all their isolation of heroism, however, are by
no means romanticised and the duality in the soldier's
aspiration gives the sonnet sequence balance. The
two volumes represent a step forward in the poet's
thinking and a development in technique; both features
to be discovered as fundamental to an understanding of

the verse plays.
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CHAPTER 3

THE VERSE PLAYS

It is more than this that sets me ranging

the mountains and among the tall trees;

it is the twisting and turning in the heart of
a man

that has been there, biting on the gag of the

dream of security,

ever since he saw the trap of his own civilisation

closing in upon him, shutting out the sunlight

of the freedom of the far ranging hunter

who fed when he was hungry, and then

sang or danced or carved his spears before he
slept.

---------- It is this ancient resentment

running wild in my veins;

it is the deep cool smell of the gullies,

hard sunlight on illimitable plains.

"Ned Kelly Speaks"
Ian Mudie
The times of writing and publication of
Stewart's verse plays differ in sequence but it seems
clear that Stewart wrote the four major works between
1938 and the middle 1940's, and sometimes had two
plays in hand at the same time. He began working on

The Fire on the Snow during 1938-39 and on Ned Kelly
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during 1940; The Golden Lover he wrote completely

in 1941 and Shipwreck during the early 1940's. Ned
Kelly was first published in 1943, The Fire on the

Snow and The Golden Lover in 1944 and Shipwreck in

1947, The plays fit into Stewart's literary
development between the wartime poems and his later
writing and show some interesting inter-connecting
links.l

Stewart's verse plays were written for
performance on stage and radio,2 unlike the literary
dramas of the Romantic Revival such as Shelley's The
Cenci. This was a most ambitious project for a
writer who was just beginning to emerge as a poet
and had very little real knowledge of the demanding
discipline of the theatre, a fact which 1is not

surprising when one considers the literary climate

1. Fisher's Ghost, a comic fantasy of light texture,
was written much later and published in 1960. Stewart's
other verse play, The Earthquake Shakes the Land, has
been performed by the A.B.C. but never published. It

is a play based on Maorl legend. For a further
discussion of times of writing and publication see Nancy

Keesing, Douglas Stewart, Australian Writers and Their
Work, ed. G.Dutton (Melbourne: Lansdowng 1965),pp.20-21.
2. The Fire on the Snow and The Golden Lover were

written as radio plays; Ned KeIIz and ShIpwreck for
the stage.
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of Stewart's time. There was no well established
dramatic tradition in Australia nor was there any
working theatre of note in which a playwright could
develop his craft, much less a critical and sensitive
audience to respond to it.l I would argue that the
plays fall short of success in spite of their
intrinsic interest in terms of ideas and poetic
expression and have been overvalued by critics in the

past.2

Stewart has attempted in his plays to revive
the form of the great poetic dramas of the Elizabethans
considering poetry as the correct expression to carry
the weight of a lofty theme. Unfortunately poetic
drama in its traditional form is an extremely
difficult medium for modern theatre, which is
becoming more and more devoted to using techniques

5

verging on the impressionistic tq;realism verging on

the prosaic. That Stewart looked back to the

1. Stewart's main verse plays were all written before
the formation of The Australian Elizabethan Theatre

Trust in 1954. TFor statements on the state of Australian
drama see Leslie Rees, Introduction to Australian Radio

Plays (Sydney,1946) and H.M.Green, A History of
Australian Literature, Vol. II (Sydney,lQ&lg, Pp.1178-1179.

2. A notable exception is David Bradley's "Second
Thoughts About Douglas Stewart",Westerly, No.3 (1960) ,23ff.



Elizabethans there is no doubt, but it is very
probable that he was influenced, too, by his
immediate forbears or contemporaries in poetic drama
such as James Elroy Flecker, Maxwell Anderson,
Christopher Fry and Louis MacNeice; or, stepping
back a little farther to John Millington Synge or
William Butler Yeats.l This company notwithstanding,
it is not surprising that Stewart's plays did not

receive the acclaim expected from an audience® which

was ready to applaud Ray Lawler's The Summer of the

Seventeenth Doll, Richard Beynon's The Shifting Heart

and Alan Seymour's The One Day of the Year.

The verse drama, particularly with romantic
emphasis, was simply out of fashion. It is, of course,
not a reasonable critical position to react against a

genre which is not topical, but it must be admitted

1. Stewart acknowledges his debt to Yeats in poetry;
see television interview with John Thompson reported in
Southerly, XXVII (1967), 194. Points of similarity both
in theme and verbal expression between Stewart's The
Golden Lover and Yeats' Land of Heart's Desire have been
noted by L.Rees, Towards an Australian Drama (Sydney:
Angus & Robertson, 1953), p.l4l.

2. In spite of Stewart's own attempt at justification
his plays have never been successful box office. They
have been performed, apart from the A.B.C. productions
of the radio plays, mainly in little theatres. See D.A.
Stewart, "On Being a Verse Playwright", Meanjin, XXIII
(1964), 272-277.
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that the realistic drama introduced by Ibsen and
Chekhov has an economy and exactness which Stewart's

dramas lack.

Poetry has always been a difficult form to
harness to the demands of the theatre; a reason no
doubt for the fact that there have been so few really
good poetic dramas written. Fry's plays which were
popular in the 1940's when they appeared and still
play to good houses in revivall often err here and
Fry, unlike Stewart, was a man very well versed in
the discipline of the theatrical craft. A Sleep of
Prisoners seems to lose tension as it progresses. The
words take over and the theme, admittedly difficult,
becomes lost beneath the surface glitter of the

language. The Lady's Mot for Burning shares this

fault, some speeches being little more than virtuoso
pieces on the sonic and associative effects of words.

For example:

Coming in from the light, I am all out at the
eyes.
Such white doves were paddling in the sunshine
And the trees were as bright as a shower of
broken glasse.

1. Harold Lang's production of A Sleep of Prisoners
in 1966 is a case in point.
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Out there in the sparkling air, the sun and
the rain
Clash together like the cymbals clashing,
When David did his dance, I've an April blindness.
You're hidden in a cloud of crimson catherine-
wheels.

One can turn to Stewart and find the same type of
weekness agein and again in the plays. Take for
example Gribble's speech in Act I Sc. ii of Ned Kelly
which begins:

The_%;arkes taken. Ned Kelly still at large.

Piesley hanged; Davis sentenced to death;

Gardiner sentenced to thirty years hard labour;

-------------------- (p.145) 2
and continues listing the bushrangers who have met
their end for fifteen lines of blank verse, not to
mention the concluding four lines ending "---the first
harsh gods of Australia, the lash and the gallows".
Kelly answers immediately with:

Say what you like! I don't care who was hanged.

You only prove that we're right to fight the
traps. (p.145)

Ll Christopher Fry, The Lady's Not for Burning
(London: 0.U.P. 2nd ed. 1950), p.4.

e- All references to the plays will be made from D.A.
Stewart, Four Plays (Sydney: Angus & Robertson, 1958),
except Fisher's Ghost.
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and so the argument goes on. Dramatically it is
an argument and it loses its main effect in Gribble's
long=-winded if rhythmical and poetical rundown on
bushrenging history. The speech is just not right
and does not work on the stage. Séme poetic speeches
on the other hand are very effective, both dramatically
and poeticeally. Gribble's next comment which begins,
"You're not rightt{ ----(p.l45) is very effective and
parts of Byrne's speech in Act II Sc. i (p.156) are
both imaginative and forceful, particularly the
section which includes,

My God, it's empty,

Empty and barren and stony, all our life;

We're four dead trees in a sunset. (p.156)
This is the colloquial, succinct expression which
marks some of Stewart's better conversational writing
but he fails to maintain such a standard and the
works succeed only in part, producing the overall

effect of looseness in the dramatic structure.

Stewart's tendency to prolixity in his
dramatic writing is given full rein in the radio play.

The Announcer's speeches in The Fire on the Snow tend

to be repetitive in their emphasis on the icy world
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of the south, and the overstatement in the speech
following Oates' heroic sacrifice is an unfortunate
flaw. If ever understatement was necessary it was
here, but Stewart cannot resist the temptation to
re-state and comment, robbing the scene of most of
its inherent pathos. Similarly, in the dramatic

Scene vii of The Golden Lover, Stewart gives the

shattered Tawhai a lengthy dissertation on her motives
when two short lines of grief would have been more in

keeping with her feelings at the time.

The radio play has, by virtue of its
reliance on the ear alone, special requirements in
terms of description which the stage play lacks.
The Announcer's verbal painting of the scenery and
the action in The FTire on the Snow:

Rollers of blizzard

Roar and break

In foam on the tent.

The tide of the South

White, tremendous,

Roars on the tent,

Roars in the ears

Of drowning men (p.25)

The five men in harness,

The groups drawing apart,

The heavy sledge moving:

The step light, and the heart. (p.6)



or the 0ld women's descriptive commentary on the

scene and the action in the final scene in The Golden

Lover:

The seven great fires, flaring against the stars,

And the steam rising from the pots; and behind
the steam

Wera and Koura kneeling; and the other old women;

And behind the women, Nukuroa and Ruarangi

And Tiki too, standing there straight and silent;

And behind those three, the warriors, row on row,

With their spears and clubs and axes-eh, the
fine ment!-

Row after row from the firelight back to the
shadows (p.94)

are all the necessary accoutrements of radio drama
and the poetic form helps considerably as it did on

the austere Elizabethan stage.l

Unfortunately Stewart's descriptive passages
are often far too long and impede the action, or are
redundant. When Tawhal addresses the assembled

Maoris in Scene vii in The Golden Lover it seems

incredible that the playwright would have written-in
the line, "Tawhai is speeking" (p.95) when the

heroine proceeds with:

1. H.J.Oliver, "Douglas Stewart and the Art of the
Radio Play", Texas Quarterly, V (1962), 194.
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(loudly and clearly)

Am I to stand before you

Shemed, with my head bowed----===--- (p.95)
The fact that she is the central figure in the drama
being enacted is fundamental to any understanding of

the scene. Again, even more glaringly, when Whana

rushes in during the same scene with:

Tawhai! My love! My love! (p.96)
and the second woman commentator says:

Whana has come!} (p.96)

It is an interesting experiment, in fact, to notice
how much of Stewart's plays, whether written for stage
or radio, can be pruned back without affecting the

action in any way other than improving its impact.

Apart from being wordy and repetitious the
plays do not sustain tension throughout. A good
example is Act II Sc. i of Ned Kelly. As Bradley
points out, the scene is full of dramatic potential:
betrayal, a police trap, illicit love are all there,
but the scene wanders on allowing two pages for an
elaborate commentary on the arrival of the Roo, two

more for the suggestion of derailing the train and
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two more for musing on the future.

Of course, one can spring to Stewart's
defence, nominating many sections of the plays which
do hold tension, such as the Aaron Sherritt murder
scene in Ned Kelly or the scene containing Sebastian's
death in Shipwreck; but unfortunately there are too
many flaccid scenes for the plays to be successful
in full. Possibly Stewart has asked too much of
himself in the scope of his dramas. The long
chronicle plots of Ned Kelly and Shipwreck provide
"quarries for plays"z rather than compact actions
within single pieces. The pleywright neither knows
or uses the element of selectivity in his theatrical
writing so vital in dramatic form. The classic
example of this is the fearful repetition in
atmosphere, action and idea within the Ned Kelly hotel
scenes, Act I Sc. ii at Jerilderie and Act IV Sc. i
at Glenrowan. The second scene eddies like the
backwater of a river until its belated surge forward

at the end. The same ideas are worked over and over

1. Bradley, "Second Thoughts About Douglas Stewart",
Westerly, 3 (1960), 26.

2. Ibid., p.25.
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ad nauseam with different characters volcing them.

The characters, too, are in many cases not
developed. They come to us as set figures from
history or are given only a pale existence of their
own which does not vary. To bring them to life on
the stage requires imaginative, if not inspired
direction with the exception, maybe, of a few such

as the magnificent Ruarangi from The Golden Lover or

Joe Byrne, for some of the time, in Ned Kelly. Also,
it is extremely frustrating to find a charecter who

has some promise, such as Mackin or Living in Ned Kelly
or Godwin Van Mylen in Shipwreck, suddenly disappear

or become reduced to a shadow of his former self.

Even if the chronicle play requires, by the
nature of its form, that the minor characters are
understated, one is reminded of the successful minor
characters in Shakespeare's histories and also of the
relative greatness of his protagonists. Unfortunately
Stewart's plays do not always provide this compensating
factor. Cornelius from Shipwreck falls dramatically
short of the role Stewart has given him. He is

psychologically complexl but his motives only receive

1. cf. J.F.Burrows, "An Approach to the Plays of
Douglas Stewart", Southerly, XXIII (1963), 107-108.
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surface consideration so that he appears to change
for no agpparent reason and an audience must remain

confused.

Further problems of characterisation are

found in The Fire on the Snow. In terms of the

criticism of lack of differentiation of the minor
characters one could argue that all characters in
the play represent "hero" in almost pure form; that
they are, in effect, essentially symbols of the noble
side of man's nature; that they do not develop, but
they do not need to. The problem with this approach
is that in a play, and a radio play at that, the lack
of clear character differentiation gives the work
little interest in terms of human personality and at
times becomes downright confusing. By the time of
reaching the pole there is little to distinguish
between Bowers, Oates and Evans, and their response
to the Norwegians' success is similar if not
identical. They are all dissppointed and annoyed;
Oates says: "O, blast the luck. And blast the
Norwegians. Damn them" (p.ll); Evans says: "I'd
like to bash their heads in" (p.ll) and Bowers,
having already made a petulant outburst about the
sighting of the cairn, is content to be somewhat
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more philosophical - which is rather surprising
considering his reputation for impatience and

hastiness.

Scott himself can be seen as more complex,
developing from the egotistical, almost solipsist,
"Vogs-like" dreamer into a man who emerges "confused
but sensitive, defeated but glorious".l This
concept of the hero, locked in his Nietzschean dream
is logical enough, from evidence presented in the
play, but apart from clashing with the historic
scott,? it tends to lessen the main effect of The

Tire on the Snow which is one of heroic sacrifice,

thus denying the work its essential force. Even if
one accepts the argument in terms of Scott, the other
characters, as Burrows points out, are lifelessly
doctrinaire and little more than caricature.3 The

play, in fact, is less of a play thaen a poem and

1. Burrows, p.l05.

2. H.G.Ponting's study of the Scott expedition
Great White South (London: Duckworth & Co., 1921),
presents the historic Scott as a man, devoted, gentle
and self-sacrificing.

The

3. Burrows, p.l06.



would have achieved its greatest impact if it had

been written as such.

In spite of these weaeknesses in the drametic
febric of the plays, which I have argued lower their
status as plays to be performed, Stewart's verse
dramas have had a considerable influence on the
development of Australian dramatic writing,l and in

the case of The Fire on the Snow in particular have

received world recognition. I consider that the
plays are essentislly interesting in terms of the
complex of ideas within them, the attempt at
resurrecting the romantic heroic theme and the
effectiveness of much of the poetry which points so
clearly to where Stewart's strength as a writer lies.
To look at these features more closely it is

necessary to consider each play separately.

The Fire on the Snow, the best known of

Stewart's verse dramas, deals with two features of
Stewart's thinking which were beginning to emerge at
the time he wrote and published the play, during the

1. L.Rees, Towards an Australisn Drama (Sydney: Angus
& Robertson, 1955), p.133 ff.
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late 1930's and early 1940's. These are his interest
in the heroic dimension in humen endeavour, and the
use of the explorer as the type of person who will
best embody such a theme. The play, then, forms a
link with the wartime poems treated above and in many
respects with the other plays and later poems of the
heroic type. Stewart had been fascinated by Scott's
journal as a child and was, as he says, interested

in snow itself,l having lived in New Zealand in the

shadow of Mount Egmont as a boy.

The play has a very simple framework. It
deals with the epic journey of Robert Falcon Scott
and his four companions from 4 January 1912, when
the last supporting party returned, to 29 March 1912
when Scott's journey ceased and the three remaining
men perished in their tent. A large proportion of
the play is written in dialogue which ranges from
the vernacular,when the men are talking to one another,
to the rhapsodical lyric when Scott or Wilson discuss
their motives. As the play was written for radio,

there is also an Announcer who acts in a multiple

N

A See television interview with John Thompson, 7 January
1965 as reported in Southerly, XXVII (1967), 188-189.
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role ranging from straight description of scenery

and establishment of atmosphere through symbolism,

to a commentator on the action and the motivation of
the men. The verse forms used for the Announcer are

as varied as his role.

The play makes its chief impact through the
unquestioned romantic acceptance of the need to
endure which remains the static theme throughout,
enacted, as the Announcer says, "On the pure plane of
action" (p.l7). The Jjourney is the symbol of "the
common fate made clearer" (p.29) so that life
becomes

Endurance; and afterwards, death. And whatever
death is,

The endurance remains life a fire, a sculpture,
a mountain (p.30)

When resd this way The Fire on the Snow becomes a

dramaetic poem with variations on a theme, rather than
a play relying on conflict for its lifeblood. In
fact the play has received justifiable criticism, as
a play, for its lack of internel dramatic conflictl

1. E.Hanger, "Australian Drama", The Literature of
Australia, ed. G.Dutton (Adelaide, 1964), p.452.
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and insufficient intellectual depth. The answering
argument that external nature becomes an actor in

the play appears flimsy. It is true that nature does
appear alien; the sunlight is cruel (p.21); the snow
is sinister, even more than the rain (p.25); #and the
whole Antarctic, in relentless mood, has clumsily
lashed itself to a fury of destruction (p.26). This
is how the situation appears to Scott and Wilson,

It is they who anthropomorphise nature in this one
instance, not the playwright. For the most part the

white south is inanimate in The Fire on the Snow; an

inert force against which man can test his endurance.

The play can also be criticised
dramatically for its repetitious nature;l there is
no development in the theme once the play is set in
motion and there appears to be no specific aim in
terms of the men's determination to endure.z Each

of these criticisms can be met if The Fire on the

Snow is considered as a dramatic poem. The use of

1. vide supra, p.35.

2. Consider Hudson's point that Stewart did not mention
the heavy bag of geological specimens that he carried to
the bitter end. Cf.W.F.Hudson, Poetry, No.1l5 (1945). From
L.Rees, Towards an Australian Drama iSydney: Angus &
Robertson, 1953), p.l36.
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repetition could be seen as emphasizing the underlying
mood which the work evokes, while the lack of
development and specific direction keep the theme

held down on the point that Stewart is making.

Possibly it is the very simplicity of the theme, man's
heroic struggle against insurmountable odds, that
produces in the end the type of awe and catharsis that
the writer intends, Whatever may be said of Stewart's
Scott, his struggle is glorious, "a thing burning and
perfect" (p.30), and the appeal to the heroic quality
in man is beautifully stated in the play. There is
something essentially moving in the romantic vision

of man's life seen as a struggle in which his endurance

alone is what is worthwhile:

----- life when it's lived like this, hard and
heroic,

Is something so joyful no one could understand
it

Unless he was willing to dare it. No bird and
no beast

That lives on unthinking life can know such
delight. (p.28)

or as Wilson says:

We dreamed, we so nearly triumphed, we were
defeated

As every man in some great or humble way

Dreams, and nearly triumphs, and is always
defeated,
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And then, as we did, triumphs again in endurance.
Triumph is nothing; defeat is nothing; life is
Endurance; and afterwards, death. (p.30)
This is the lyrical form, linked with heroic
character in which, as Bradley rather grudgingly

admits, Stewart produces his best writing.

Stewart, in an article called "Tricks of the
Trade" which appeared first in the Red Page of The
Bulletin and was later printed in his collection of

critical articles, The Flesh and the Spirit,l

outlined his credo regarding poetic rhythm. He
believes that neither the natural speech rhythm, "the
rhythm of the awakened emotions, like the beat of the
heart"? nor the controlled academic metre is the
rhythm of real poetry. The true poet "must strike a
balance between the two systems",3 he argues, using a
mixture of the natural rhythm of stresses and the
regular metres of academic forms. In practice this

means a reasonable regularity of the number of

L. "Tricks of the Trade", The Flesh and the Spirit
(Sydney: Angus & Robertson, I1948), pp.l152-156.

2. Ibid., p.153.

30 Ibido, pp0155-1560
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stresses to a line with little heed to the number
of the unstressed syllables between them. This 1is

the rhythm of most great poetry from Piers Plowman

and Chaucer to Hopkins and Eliot, Stewart argues,
and it is the basic rhythmical form which is used so
effectively in Stewart's dramatic blank verse. For

example:

It's fine to be marching; strange that human
courage

Should droop at night like the flowers and the
green things,

As if we were quite at the mercy of natural
forces.

I remember the blackbirds when it was dusk in
the country,

The last songs, and then the twittering, then
silence;

Dusk and sleep were a law they never quiried.

It would be less unnerving if night meant
darkness here,

One could be sad; but last night was desperate;

There is no relief if you can't go down in the
dark. (p.9)

or:

I've seen this coming and been afraid of it;

Each day since he took that fall I've watched
him failing,

His poor hands rotting with frostbite, his face
all eaten,

As if there were rats in the ice, The worst thing

Was to see his reason going, see him losing heart,

His movements slowing and his speech becoming
wooden.,

Each day we've seen him nearer this collapse,

And it's made my heart bleed, watching h%m. )

p.15
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The number of stresses to the line is usually five,
and the metrical pattern leans sometimes to iambic,
sometimes to anapaestic, As a poetic verse form
its great value is that it can be varied to suit the
emphasis an actor or reader wishes to place on a
syllable or line, permitting a flexibility of
interpretation which more structured verse would not.
For example, the line "And it's made my heart bleed,
watching him", could be read:

v v / VR / /I v v
And it's made my heart bleed, watching him

or:

v /[ ¢ v [/ / / v v
And it's made my heart bleed, watching him

depending on the speaker's feeling in terms of the

scene.l

Varied verse forms are used with the
Announcer's speeches, depending on the changes in
mood as the journey progresses, such as the stark

lines:

1. James McAuley has been critical of this form saying
that it tends to loosen the structure of the verse
pattern. See J.McAuley, "Douglas Stewart", The Literature
of Australia, ed. Dutton (Adelaide, 1964), Dp.565-364,




They let him go.

In grief and shame

They let him go

Out to the flame

Of wind and snow

Where he burns for them. (p.22)

and the colloquial speech of the men makes an

effective contrast with the poetic form.

In The Fire on the Snow there is a sustained

image of fire which is cleverly woven into the play.
From the outset when the Announcer describes the men
as being "like dark tough flames on the snow" to
where Wilson describes the men's struggle as living
after death "Purely, like flame, a thing burning and
perfect™ (p.30), the flame image moves through the
play as a symbol of man's courage and endurance. In
fact the play is distinguished by the forceful imagery
throughout, particularly in the sectlons which
describe the southern desolation such as:

The snow slowing the sledge

Like waves of white iron (p.7)

Stewart is moving forward as a poet in The

Fire on the Snow, and whatever one may feel of the

work as a whole no one would deny the essential beauty

of some of the sections in it. No better example
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could be given than the sensitive and tragic
reminiscence of Scott just before his death. The
control of the diction and the grace of the movement
make the speech a most touching and effective piece
of writing:

I remember before that, vaguely, England. It seems
A blue mist, and hollows where leaves were green
And everyone was kind, you could touch their hands.
That was years ago. I remember more clearly
New Zealand, that garden at Christchurch, how
sharply blue
The peaks of the Kaikouras stabbed the horizon,
And the Avon looked so tranquil among its willows,
And the city was quiet. But that was years ago.
I remember the ship, yes; shouting and the gulls,
And in such a little while no gulls or shouting,
But the sea darkening and looking lonely. Wilson,
Remember those days in the pagk, the sun on the
ce
And the men's voices clear as bells as they sang,
Clear as bells. (p.29)

Stewart's Scott in The Fire on the Snow is a

far more controversial figure when looked at more
closely.l I shall argue that he shares many of the
qualities of Stewart's other protagonists and fits

in closely to the heroic pattern which was interesting
Stewart particularly at the time and was far removed

from the "noble heroic" Robert Falcon Scott of history.

1. vide supra, p.42.




53.

In the play Scott is the leader of the
party and the central figure in the drama, He
assumes responsibility from the beginning when the
party of five moves off on the final march to the
pole:

----- it had to be done., I had to make a choice,
(p.4)
he says as the party leaves, and later he speaks to
wilson regarding the opium:
You've made your protest. The responsibility's
mine.

I make it an order. Give us the tablets, nows
(p.20

The Announcer emphasizes the point in his commentary:

This journey is one man's dream

As it is one man's burden

And the man is Scott, the leader. (p.l1l6)
Historically, as Oliver points out,l such a statement

is almost a libel on Wilson but it is surprisingly

true of Stewart's Scott. He has accepted the

1. H.J.0liver, "Douglas Stewart and the Art of the
Radio Play", Texas Quarterly, V (1962), 200.




challenge which the struggle has offered, removing
all excrescences which may interfere with his plan,
even life itself. To persist, to endure in spite
of everything is to Scott the personal challenge
which he accepts:

I am glad we have lived so bitterly and die so

hard;

And if only they find what I've written, perhaps
our story

Will say what I wanted to say; that a man must
learn

To endure agony, to endure and endure again

Until agony itself is beaten into joy. (p.28)
This dedication to a single purpose in Scott is
almost an act of sheer will dissociated from any
other considerationl and amounting at times to
obsessional level, As McAuley puts it, the Jjourney
to the pole "becomes virtually autonomous and self-
justifying --- a pure exercise in daring".z The
lack of any specific scientific goal has already been
mentioned, and the pointlessness of the whole journey

is underlined by the fact that Amundsen got there

1. See Vincent Buckley, "Utopia and Vitalism",
Australian Literary Criticism, ed. Johnston (Melbourne
University Press, 1962), p.16.

2. J.McAuley, "Douglas Stewart™, The Literature of

Australia, ed. G.Dutton (Adelaide: Penguin, 1964),
D71,




first. Scott pursues his vision with energy and
grim determination, exalting in his dream and his
will to triumph. When the party learn that the
Norwegians have beaten them he says:

We've reached the Pole; it's something; I won't

be robbed of it,

I won't be robbed of achievement, (pel3)
He is essentially locked away with his own vision of
success, enclosed in a dream which will cause his

death and that of his men.

0f course it would be an over-simplification
to look on Stewart's Scott as a man so possessed that
he excludes all sympathy. Indeed it is his warmth
and sensitivity to the others in his party that
makes the tragedy so much more poignant and
compelling. He says of Evans:
Everyday we've seen him nearer this collapse
And it's made my heart bleed, watching him. (p.l5)
The question of the opium, too, can be seen
in the light of Scott's consideration for the
suffering of his men but, in spite of this, his own
doubts