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PREFACE

This selection contains poems written between 1952 and
1983 and it is as rigorous as I have been able to make it
without completely disowning the younger poet from
whom my more recent work has developed. A few poems,
from which I now feel a certain distance, have been
included at the request or on the advice of friends. Apart
from one or two details of punctuation and wording I have
not tried to revise or rewrite.

Reading my poems through again to make this selection,
I noticed how a group or cycle starting in one book is often
completed in another — some of the lyrics in An Island
South, for instance, continue impulses already explored in
The Other Meaning, and the same applies to later
collections. And I have become more conscious than ever
of the centrality and polarity of the two places in which I
have spent most of my life: Hobart and Sydney. They seem
to represent the two extreme points between which my
poems move.

Translation has been an important stimulus to me from
the time when I first started to write poetry as an
adolescent, and I have often been drawn to poets whose
preoccupations and use of language are completely
different from my own, but with whom I have felt some
affinity. A selection of this work is included.

Vivian Smith
Sydney, 1984
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From

THE OTHER MEANING






BEDLAM HILLS

Corroded flat as hills allow,

stubbled with stones and brittle weeds,
only the thorn blooms here

and scatters its seeds.

The hills are blank and pale now
beneath the clear and static air.
The landscape is as empty

as a blindman's stare.

Mad Clare, the story tells,
gathered her sticks and pieces here.
Her mind wore on the open rock.
But we forget Clare,

walk over and over the hills of strewn
and fractured rock where the berry
suckles the given stone

and the light breaks clearly.

These are the cold, the worn hills
with madness in their monotone
and emptiness where no life moves
beneath a stone.



BIRD SANCTUARY

I came down to the tideless bay
from hills sketched in rain

to light that flickers the pencil reed
to where these swans remain

and sail with slim and supple necks
over the water’s rippled weed,

with necks and shadows seeking

in the cautious lengthened shade:

not knowing I would find
these water birds moving
in an area of meaning,
wings folded from flight —

or that swans on water glance
and settle into meaning

as thoughts and poems

on the edge of silence.

And there, now here these seven swans,
this water-world’s remembered skies
hold silence, weed and living shade
within my centre of surprise.



OLD MEN ARE FACTS
The Ship’s Graveyard, Risdon

When I was a boy I heard the sea upstairs in a shell.
I wanted to climb the spiral of sound

and make my life in its white storm:

its great storms were a part of me —

O part of me I have not found.

I spun the globe beneath my hand

and every port was a hive of love:

the fever hid along her mouth:

but I was young with a storm in my head
and over the north lay my cold south.

There is a life in facts: old men are facts:
I am a fact we all live through.

My face is old like the back of a shell
and I say less than I can tell.

Old men are facts as cabins are that bend the grass,
as funnels are like empty trees.

And yes these ships were washed up here

by fallen seas

to die along the withering shore;

I am an old man in a narrow hut;

these ships are part of me like memories;

and yes these portholes stare out my lame years
and in the dark and closing night

I turn life over in my hand.

Even if I could tell you of that land,
that subtle country of my heart,

I would only say in the windy shade:
old men are part of what they make and what is made.



FISHERMEN, WINTER

In the bay across the broken threshold sand
beyond the turning of the bird-walked beach,
deserted as a room — though birds and jetsam and
flotsam are always there — each belonging to each:

all morning they have sat there silent and alone
in a dinghy rocking on the sea like a gull,
while the mad beach birds for hours flown

and knocked by the light that cuts like a stone

walk on the wheeling water, tread the broken glass of
the air . ..

And light congeals on faces, a wing or a hand . ..

In the tides of shadows the slow nets drag

where the bells of the sea ring into the land.

From the land: the dinghy rocking gently as a gull,
they work and drag their nets as patient as the sea,
who gather what it offers: fish, crab and shell,;
letting slip the shadows, the light of wings, the sea.



WINTER FORESHORE

The drilling wind, the whittling air
these cruel tortured days

could eat the feeling in the mind
to the thought beneath despair:

we are our elegies of praise;

our going through is all.
These objects caught in light,
discarded anchor, sodden bird,
the wind-rhyming shell

reveal the heart is desolate.

Worm-wood hull and ruined shore,
the sharp thrust of splintered wood
scratch the mind with shapes of pain;
severed now, this one bird’s claw
rejects the traitor tide.

Under the ravaging brittle wind
anchor, stone and driftwood lie:
dragged in a net of sentiment
they'll clutter up the mind —
till they become an elegy

or riveted to praise

endure the traffic of the heart.

Our winter shore is leashed to a tide
that covers all. But we must build:
build from the havoc of our days.



ALOES AND SEA

The aloes stand along the shore
and stitch the driftwood of the sea
to a nest of air and broken shells —
a honeycomb of air and bubbles.

The paddock shifts into the sea,
the lip of earth hangs on the air:
the aloe blades flash in the sun
but the stringy roots cry, ‘‘Where

is the stone to bind us fast,

to grip and hold us firm

against the wind, the tearing sea,
the night and subtle storm

that gnaws the earth along its nerve
and only leaves its caves of air?"’
The aloes stand along the shore

and stitch the driftwood to the tides

and grope for the fallen binding stone

and cry, ‘'Why is this storm, why harm?"’
But sea and wind along the shore

seem to moan, ‘‘Reclaim, reclaim."’



PENGUIN
near Fluted Cape

You strut above the littered shore
with scissors for a voice,

that cut against the stubborn wind
like ice against ice;

and nest within the north sunlight
and build within your season’s tide,
and reconcile the sea and land —

you walk with fragile pride

between the edge of the jetsam sea

and the changing ledge of rock and tree
where you defy the storm and calm,

whose storm and calm move with each other
and knit like bones within your shape

the ice of the scoured south

and the north-black of the cape.



