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“I consider Ms Harford as one of the two finest female poets so far seen in Australia... [she] has the greater 
range, with her sprightly pen portraits of fellow workers, her pictorial genius with subjects such as pruning 

flowering eucalypts, her piercing sorrow at the death of Australian soldiers at the War, her arguably superior 
ability to reason in verse...” — Les Murray

Lesbia Harford has occupied only a small place in Australian literary history — for decades she was utterly 
forgotten — yet when she died, at thirty-six, she left behind three notebooks containing some of the finest lyric 
poems ever written in Australia. 

Harford’s writing blends Pre-Raphaelite influences and plain-speaking with unusual subtlety. At the same time 
she was bound inextricably to the period in which she lived: war in Europe, changing attitudes to religion, the 
suffrage movement, and widespread social upheaval all helped make her one of the first truly modern, urban 
figures in Australian poetry.

Born in Brighton, Melbourne in 1891, she was educated at convent schools in Melbourne and Ballarat, enrolled 
in law at the University of Melbourne and graduated in 1916 in the same class as (Sir) Robert Menzies. 

While a student she became heavily involved in radical politics, which imbued her poetry along with her 
bisexuality (the name given to her at birth was vaguely prophetic).

After moving, briefly, to Sydney she married Patrick Harford in 1920 before the couple returned to Melbourne 
where she attempted to complete her law qualifications, becoming an articled clerk to a barrister in 1926. 
However she suffered from tuberculosis in addition to her heart condition and died in 1927.

Little of Harford’s poetry was published in her lifetime, and it only became known through the posthumous 
collections edited by Nettie Palmer (1941) and by Marjorie Pizer and Drusilla Modjeska (1985). Her novel, The 
Invaluable Mystery, was eventually published in 1987.
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