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Introduction
by Kate Lilley

But power is something else:
to write a poem
Dame Edith Sitwell
bade the London jackhammers cease,
and Nellie Melba (with insomnia)
stopped the Town Hall clock in Bendigo.

Dissolving in a spotlight
keep your cool

with a pack of tarot cards
and jiggery-pokery behind a screen.
Gentlemen may remove any garment consistent with decency.

Ladies may remove any garment consistent with charm.

‘Underneath the Arches’

It has taken years of thought and mourning but, now that I have done it, I 
am glad to be introducing my selection of the poetry of Dorothy Hewett 
to those who are already ‘her’ readers as well as those who are just now 
discovering her inimitable and powerful work. The poems included here 
trace Hewett’s poetic career from the schoolgirl lyric, ‘The Dark Fires’, 
through to her last book, Halfway up the Mountain (2001), published just a 
year before she died. With the exception of the two opening poems I follow 
the sequence and internal order of Hewett’s major collections: Windmill 

Country (1968), Rapunzel in Suburbia (1975), Greenhouse (1979), Alice in 

Wormland (1987), Peninsula (1994) and Halfway up the Mountain (2001). 
Dorothy Hewett began writing poetry and plays as a child on a 3000 acre 

wheat and sheep farm in Wickepin, Western Australia. From an early age she 
showed herself to be a quick student, technically profi cient and powerfully 
engaged by what she read, as well as an instinctive experimentalist:

her mother gave her
Jean Curlewis on The Art of Prosody

counted feet & metres
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Alice threw it in the creek bed
it wasn’t what she wanted

The Alice Poems 8

Produced alongside plays, novels, autobiography and essays, what strikes 
me now is the cohesiveness of Hewett’s poetry and its function within her 
oeuvre as the scene of an intimate working through of sexual subjectivity 
experienced over time, and in and through patterned language. More 
than that, the poems constitute a discontinuous but highly charged 
künstlerroman reckoning with Hewett’s strong sense of literary vocation, 
her life and inevitable death as an artist: ‘I will keep on singing, dry cicada 
under the spring’ (‘Unanswered Love Letter’). 

This selection begins with ‘The Dark Fires’, a metaphysical love 
poem written in a notebook (now preserved in the Hewett archive in the 
National Library of Australia) when Dorothy was in her fi nal year at Perth 
College:

The dark fi res shall burn in many rooms;
will they sometimes miss me with my tangled hair –
still girls in dark uniforms
crouching in winter with their cold hands trembling,
still voices echoing as our voices echoed
and the faded frumped-up form
of a mistress teaching French?
Does she remember us or do we pass
only like dreams of dark fi gures,
some with different hair or deep voices,
or merely countless hats hanging on pegs,
countless columns of moving massed black legs?
Our minds are sprawled on unforbidden lawns,
our voices lie like queer leaves in the clipped grass,
as we believe so we shall pass.

Though Hewett used it in her play, The Chapel Perilous, and wrote about 
it in her autobiography, Wild Card, ‘The Dark Fires’ was never formally 
published until its inclusion in the Collected Poems (1995), edited by her old 
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friend Bill Grono. ‘The Dark Fires’ is, in many ways, a miniature version 
of the kind of poem Hewett would make her own: an elegiac almost-
sonnet, brooding on desire, death and memory – powerfully melismatic 
and suffused with anticipated nostalgia. Its shifting rhythms are fi tted 
to the contours of an embodied female voice negotiating space and time: 
presence and absence, inside and outside, self and other, the one and the 
many. As the syntax mobilises past, present and future, the space of the 
poem becomes heady with repeated words and sounds and images. ‘The 
dark fi res shall burn in many rooms’ as they do within ‘still girls in dark 
uniforms’. Outside, the lawn is ‘clipped’ and ‘unforbidden’, but the minds 
of the girls are ‘sprawled’, their voices ‘queer’. In this overheated, symbolist 
tableau of passion ‘trembling’ on the verge, the eroticism located in the girls 
as emergent subjects and objects is palpable but framed by a dispassionate 
observing voice, a lyric subject who is simultaneously part of the scene 
(‘me with my tangled hair’) and suspended outside it, at a distance. The 
biblical cadence and prophetic infl ection of the enigmatic fi nal line, ‘as 
we believe so we shall pass’, conjures the rituals of religious observance 
required at Perth College (later satirised in The Chapel Perilous) but also 
recalls Matthew 24:35: ‘Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will 
not pass away’. 

Literary scholar Nicole Moore comments on the ‘mournful vanity’ of 
‘The Dark Fires’ and Hewett’s characteristic use of metaphor in this poem 
to mediate change and loss.1 In her teens Hewett was already intent on 
claiming the power of poetry as memorial inscription and linking it to sexual 
energy, marking and forestalling the passing of time and its corollary, loss 
of presence. We can see the makings here of the magnifi cently unabashed 
poet of female narcissism Hewett was to become; a celebrant and ironist of 
self-love as in these lines from ‘This Version of Love’:

 I have seen her, wonderful!
A waterfall of hair, body like glass,
Wading through the goldfi sh pools in winter,
Her white sharkskin dress dark-wet above her thighs,
The very shape and effi gy of love:
Or turbaned, earringed, lying on the lawn
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Among the clover burrs, her bangles clacking,
reading Ern Malley.

Oh! her nipples under her black lace bras
And fl imsy blouses, her gold hair pins
Strewn in the car upholstery.

In the bar of the O.B.H. the crème de menthe
Slopped in the green squid bottles on the shelf,
The rain beat in great waves, running down

the plate glass windows.
On V.E. day a Yank gob somersaulted through
A jagged icy cut-out in the air,
Crusted with drops of blood.
‘Shall I marry?

Who shall I marry?
Shall I die now

Swallowing Lysol one glittering afternoon
Before my breasts fall and my womb tilts?’

It is not so much beauty, or its loss, which truly engages Hewett but rather 
the career of desire and its objects, sublime in their elusiveness, and the fear 
of, and attraction towards, its extinction.2 

A lover of melodrama, Hewett piled image on metaphor in cascading, 
panoramic catalogues reminiscent of Whitman and Ginsberg, cinematic 
and sometimes faintly surreal in effect as in this opening paragraph from 
‘The Hidden Journey’:

In 1952, in the year of Stalin, I came to Russia,
And saw fl owers growing out of the blinkers on my eyes,
Saw the statues in the squares with their heads blown off,
The stumps of their thick stone necks stuffed up with roses.
Saw the wedding cake skyscrapers toppling like ice-cream cones,
And the fi recrackers dripping off Stalin’s moustache in the sky.
Saw a dumb cracked girl in Stalino who would not speak,
Welding under the great ribcage of the foundry,
While the Heroes of Labour smirked in the avenue outside.
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Saw a blind man standing on a village corner,
With white eyes and a tin to take the kopeks,
Under the limes and the wind shaking the bird cherries.
Saw a ragged child who ran begging by the train in winter,
While the commissars pulled their pale fur coats to their ears.
Saw a man who sat on a step in a Siberian village,
Naked to the waist in the sleet, head buried in his hands,
Saw a woman with savage eyes who sat beside him
One arm fl ung over his body to shield him from cold.

Written in 1966 in the aftermath of Hewett’s second and fi nal trip to Russia, 
just before she fi nally left the Communist Party, ‘The Hidden Journey’ is 
clearly indebted to Ginsberg’s scandalous ‘Howl’, fi rst published in 1957. 
This remarkable poem is the fi rst of a signifi cant group written over many 
years, including ‘The Mandelstam Letters’, presented here in full, in which 
Hewett attempted to give sustained, experimental form to the complexity of 
her political commitments and experiences, the ‘dirty, rosy, glittering linen 
of Moscow’ (‘The Hidden Journey’ IV). 

Lyn McCredden has observed the ‘tragic base note’ in Hewett’s poetry, 
and I second that.3 But the melancholy continuum is also a paradoxical 
source of poetic vitality, ambition and drive; an agon of attachment and live 
feeling, robust, stark and elemental, played out in the poems’ compulsive 
returns. Poetry, for Hewett, and especially her command of rhythm and 
enargia (‘vivid description’), was a potential bulwark against annihilation, 
an ace up her sleeve. And for her, to be sure, the personal was always 
political and vice versa.

Besides writing in different modes and genres, Hewett was always 
drawn to explore the interaction of narrative, dramatic and lyric aspects 
in poetry. I have included a number of ballads, early and late. ‘Clancy 
and Dooley and Don McLeod’ gives a rousing account of a strike by 800 
Aboriginal stationhands in WA’s Pilbara region in 1946 while ‘My Party Is 
the Party of Aragon’ combines revolutionary fervour with internationalist 
modernist ardour.4 Both poems fi rst appeared in What about the People!, 
a 100-page volume of poetry co-authored with my father, Merv Lilley, 
and published by the National Council of the Realist Writers Groups in 
Queensland in 1963. Hewett was a member of the Communist Party of 
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Australia for twenty-fi ve years and devoted a decade of her life to it. She 
fi nally resigned her membership (late as ever) in 1968, in the aftermath of 
the trial of Sinyavsky and Daniel and the invasion of Czechoslavakia. In 
the same year Windmill Country, her fi rst solo book of poems was published 
under the imprint of the left-wing journal Overland, edited by her friend 
Stephen Murray-Smith. ‘My Party Is the Party of Aragon’ was not included 
in Windmill Country or Collected Poems; Dorothy might not approve of my 
inclusion of it here but I believe it occupies a vital (though disavowed) place 
in the canon of Hewett’s poetry. I have also included what I think of as the 
poem that replaced it in Windmill Country, ‘Ballad of Poor Tom Wolfe’, 
written in 1963, a tribute to the experimental modernist American novelist 
which points not only to Hewett’s interest in the permeable boundaries 
between autobiography, fi ction and poetry, but to her identifi cation with 
the pathos of the ambitious, experimental, regional writer assaying the 
national imaginary. The capacious itinerary of Wolfe’s fi ction and his 
movements away from, and back to, the scene of his early life in North 
Carolina, is offered implicitly as a mirror of Hewett’s move from Wickepin 
to Perth to Sydney and back to Perth.

In one of her most popular poems, ‘In Moncur St’, written in the 
transformed Woollahra of the 1970s, Hewett returns to ballad form to 
evoke, with fondness and irony, her life in the then working-class suburb of 
Sydney in the 1950s. From early on Hewett translated the ballad impetus, 
associated with the bush, vernacular tradition and proletarian allegiance, 
into metropolitan settings and candidly autobiographical narratives. 
These unusual extended lyrics, narrative lyrics (to coin a phrase) like 
‘Unanswered Love Letter’, ‘Go Down Red Roses’, ‘Window on Sydney’ 
(which bears comparison with Slessor), ‘Alice in a German Garden’ and 
‘Grave Fairytale’, were a mainstay of Hewett’s earlier work. They were 
also a bridge to the numbered sequences which feature strongly from the 
mid-60s on, infl uenced by T.S. Eliot and the American confessional poets. 
Sequences offered an extremely fl exible structure for the disposition of 
elements and a number are included in here in their entirety: ‘Legend 
of the Green Country’, ‘The Hidden Journey’, ‘Memoirs of a Protestant 
Girlhood’, ‘Beata Beatrix’ and ‘The Last Peninsula’. From shorter 
sequences, it was a natural move to consider the book itself as organising 
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frame. Alice in Wormland (1987) is a livre composée, a spare roman à clef in 
verse. This formidable book-length sequence, Hewett’s most sustained 
poetic experiment, has yet to receive its due. Impossible to include in toto 
and diffi cult to excerpt, I have tried nonetheless to convey its distinctive 
architecture and mode.

After a promising beginning in the 1940s, Hewett’s poetic career was 
put on hold in the fi fties by her life in the Communist Party and as the 
working mother of three young boys. With the exception of her industrial 
novel Bobbin Up (1959), Hewett’s writing was channelled mainly into 
journalism and political activism. In 1949, at twenty-six, she had broken 
dramatically with her upper middle-class background in Perth and left her 
marriage to Lloyd Davies, a lawyer, and their infant son, Clancy, to live in 
Sydney with her boilermaker lover, Les Flood. She had three sons with Les: 
Joe, Michael and Tom. Clancy died tragically of leukaemia at the age of 
three, the same year that Joe was born. ‘Anniversary’, included here, is an 
elegy for Clancy written more than twenty years later. Hewett’s relationship 
with Flood, who suffered bouts of severe and untreated paranoid psychosis, 
ended in 1958 when she fl ed back to Perth with my brothers.

In this decade of profoundly mixed fortunes Hewett wrote no poetry. 
That gap in her writing life and her growing unease with the Party 
confi rmed Hewett as a poet focused on extremes of pain and pleasure, 
love and hate; wounded and seeking reparation. Lost and found and lost 
again in the Party and in her life with Les Flood, Hewett returned to 
Perth; to writing, especially poetry; and to the formal study of literature. 
Buoyed by the promise of stability – a new marriage to Merv Lilley, two 
new daughters (me and my sister Rozanna) and the fi nancial backing of her 
parents, Hewett returned to the University of Western Australia in the 
heyday of close reading, and found herself in a department presided over by 
a Freudian professor. She was in her element and, in a few years, became 
a colleague of those who had taught her. The poems of the 60s document 
Hewett’s growing disillusionment with the party and the joyful resurgence 
of her commitment to literature as a discipline. I remember as a child 
seeing her lecture on canonical poets – Pope, Shelley, Blake, Hardy, Eliot, 
Yeats – and turning the pages of her much-annotated copies of Empson, 
the New Critics, Kermode and Raymond Williams. Our house was full 

Poetry.indd   7Poetry.indd   7 10/08/10   6:08 PM10/08/10   6:08 PM



8

of books and literary discussion, the sound of the typewriter keys being 
pounded as Mum bashed out poems and plays and lectures at the dining 
table. (In the last decade of her life when she could no longer type because 
of arthritis, she relied on longhand and dictation.)

When my brothers Joe and Michael left home, Mum got her own 
study and splurged on a red carpet. With the publication of Windmill 

Country and the production of several of her plays in succession, she was 
on the verge of becoming a full-time, professional writer. Mum had long 
wanted to return to Sydney, drawn by its burgeoning theatre and poetry 
scene and the promise of a more cosmopolitan life. In 1973 the award of 
a three-year grant from the Literature Board of the Australia Council, 
established by the Whitlam government, together with money inherited 
from her parents, made it possible. (She was always immensely grateful 
for the government support she received at this crucial point and in later 
years, including an Emeritus Fellowship from the Literature Board, and a 
Keating Fellowship.) Never risk averse, Hewett quit her untenured job as 
a senior tutor at UWA (they offered her tenure, fi nally, but she turned it 
down) and paid cash for an unrenovated terrace in Jersey Road, Woollahra, 
around the corner from her old address in Moncur Street, and a few doors 
down from her dear friend, Philip Parsons who, with his wife, the drama 
critic Katharine Brisbane, had started Currency Press in 1971.

Once in Sydney, Hewett never looked back. She quickly got to know 
the younger poets Robert Adamson and John Tranter. Adamson, editor of 
New Poetry and founder of Prism Books, became her publisher and closest 
interlocutor. The postmodern poets of the New York School (especially 
Frank O’Hara) and Black Mountain college (especially Robert Creeley) 
were important touchstones, but she remained open to ‘formalist’ poetics 
and, indeed, the whole history of poetry in English. Rapunzel in Suburbia, 
published by Adamson as part of the Prism list in 1975, was written largely 
in response to the American confessional school, Lowell, Berryman and 
Sexton, and the feminist poetics of Adrienne Rich. As Big Smoke Books, a 
short-lived enterprise bankrolled by Hewett, produced by Adamson (and 
distributed by me), she self-published her next book of poems, Greenhouse 
(1979, illustrations by Hilary Burns), alongside Adamson’s Where I 

Come From (illustrations by Geoff Proud). Hewett’s next book, Alice in 

Wormland (1987), was also published by Adamson under a new imprint, 
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Paper Bark Press. A Selected Poems, edited by the Irish critic, Edna Longley, 
was co-published in 1990 by the important English poetry publishers, 
Bloodaxe Books, and Fremantle Arts Centre Press to coincide with the 
release of Hewett’s autobiography, Wild Card, commissioned and published 
by Virago Press. Fremantle became Hewett’s poetry publisher from that 
point on, publishing all her remaining books: Peninsula (1994), Collected 

Poems (1995), Wheatlands (2000, with John Kinsella) and Halfway up the 

Mountain (2001). 

After two tumultuous decades in Sydney’s inner east, a period documented 
in Alice in Wormland, Hewett moved to Faulconbridge in the Blue Mountains, 
an hour’s drive west. In spite of illness, and with the ever-present care of 
Merv Lilley, this last phase was highly productive: she wrote novels, books 
of poems, plays and essays as well as overseeing signifi cant projects in the 
gathering together and reissuing of past work. The poems of the last two 
books, Peninsula and Halfway up the Mountain, are comparatively subdued, 
plain and heartbreaking, but there are fl ashes of the old theatrics:

Moscow is full of ghosts
fi ngers picking at pockets for rubles
faces pale as death on the metro
all that decadent kitsch sweating blood
the trains sigh and slide through the underground

In the opulent rooms with their Heath Robinson plumbing
we fl ush and scald our arses
the listening device is hidden in the chandelier
outside through the double-glazed windows the babushkas
are sweeping and sweeping memory into the dark

‘To Russia – with love’

More often, though, she ruminates on beginnings and ends ‘from the dark 
cottage’, returning to enduring images of childhood with minimalist clarity:

those judging fi gures
orchestrate the scene
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rising up out of the litter
on the forest fl oor

‘The Valley of the Giants’

It is impossible to write one’s own death, but she goes on trying:

‘all that I have willed myself to be/ is stilled’ 
(‘The Last Peninsula’ 5).

With the exception of Wheatlands, all of Hewett’s poetry is now out of print. 
Such is the fate of the small print runs of small presses. This generous new 
Selected Poems, along with its companion volume of Selected Prose (edited by 
Fiona Morrison), provides a partial remedy and a different orientation to 
Hewett’s literary career. With these editions, Hewett goes ‘home’ to the 
publishing arm of her alma mater, the University of Western Australia 
(where she received an honorary D.Litt in 1996). The combination of poetic 
justice and irony in such a move would have pleased her. For all her desire to 
get away, Western Australia – ‘this was my country’ (‘Legend of the Green 
Country’) – and being a West Australian always meant a lot to her.

It is the queer, unassimilable quality of Hewett’s restless, repetitive 
oeuvre, as well as what Andrew Taylor has called her ‘sheer technical 
profi ciency’,5 which I have most wanted to bring out in this selection. She 
instinctively preferred irregular stanzas and rhythms but sometimes used 
rhyme to great effect, as in the couplets of ‘I’ve Made My Bed, I’ll Lie 
On It’ and ‘You Gave Me Hyacinths’. Like the poets she most admired – 
Berryman, Bishop, Sexton, Hart Crane, Adamson – she was a maverick and 
a quick study. Above all, she wrote by ear, and she was a charismatic reader. 
For her, the stuff of poetry was everywhere: it was anywhere she was or 
could imagine, and everything was fair game to use or recycle, including 
her own earlier work. These are the poems of a modern, self-styled 
‘adventurous woman’ (‘Beata Beatrix’) who loved to ‘live dangerously’ and 
court indecorum:

you don’t expect it from a girl
you could take anywhere.
‘Days of Violence, Days of Rages’ 17
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Dorothy Hewett has bequeathed to us a body of work full of interest and 
personality, riven with contradiction; sophisticated, naive, serious, playful, 
original, derivative, sensational, sincere and, above all, intimate. As we read 
we are right there with her, where the poem is, where she wants us to be, 
keeping her alive. 

Notes
1 Nicole Moore, ‘Dorothy Hewett’. Companion to Australian Literature, eds. Nicholas 

Birns and Rebecca McNeer. New York: Boydell and Brewer/University of Rochester 
Press, 2007, 321–34, 324.

2 On Hewett and the ‘feminine sublime’ see Carmel Macdonald Grahame ‘Dorothy 
Hewett’s Faith in Doubt’, ALS 20 /1, May 2001, 49–61.

3 Lyn McCredden, ‘The Tragedy of Desire: Dorothy Hewett’s Poetics’, Heat 6, 2003 
(‘Happy Days’), 203–13.

4 Thanks to Sue Sheridan, and to my father, Merv Lilley, for alerting me to the 
importance of ‘My Party Is the Party of Aragon’ in Hewett’s poetic oeuvre. See Susan 
Sheridan, ‘Dorothy Hewett’s Paths to The Chapel Perilous’, Westerly 54, July 2009, 
170–88.

5 Andrew Taylor, Dorothy Hewett: ‘Halfway up the Mountain’. Southerly 62/1, 2002, 
203–7.
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The Dark Fires

The dark fi res shall burn in many rooms;
will they sometimes miss me with my tangled hair—
still girls in dark uniforms
crouching in winter with their cold hands trembling,
still voices echoing as our voices echoed
and the faded frumped-up form
of a mistress teaching French?
Does she remember us or do we pass
only like dreams of dark fi gures,
some with different hair or deep voices,
or merely countless hats hanging on pegs,
countless columns of moving massed black legs?
Our minds are sprawled on unforbidden lawns,
our voices lie like queer leaves in the clipped grass,
as we believe so we shall pass.
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My Party Is the Party of Aragon

I am not alone . . . in the beating of my heart
Are the songs of Lumumba, the poems of Pablo Neruda.
‘The Rail Splitters Awake’ in my heart each morning,
Brecht’s lost children wander through the Polish snow,
With Nazim Hikmet I will see beautiful days,
And my Party is the Party of Aragon.

I have loved all beautiful things,
Flowers and music and Robeson’s songs,
Seeger’s guitar and Woody Guthrie singing,
The Tennessee Valley blooming under his lips.
Tom Joad on the dusty road to California,
With the cold steel ringing, singing in his heart.
I have loved them all, the battlers, the lonely men
Who are never alone, in the beating of their hearts
Are the strong men with the sun coming up in their eyes.

My Party’s given all this back to me;
A land in bloom, a follower to the stars,
And a black world made beautiful with rain.
The Southern Cross swings over Bowling’s chains,
The fi ve fi erce stars to wrap Tom Edwards in.
And Lawson walks the Sydney streets again, sardonic Steelman,
Sweeney at his side; now Clancy rides his last triumphant ride.
Oh! all my world has changed and grown, it shines
Like the eyes of miners in the Isa mines.

I ride the Freedom Train with Langston Hughes across America.
I’ve loved them all, the tumult of their voices,
Seaman, and steelman, wharfi e, weaver, poet.
I am not alone, in the beating of my heart
Are the voices singing, singing on the high wind
And my Party is the Party of Aragon.
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Once I Rode with Clancy…

Once I rode with Clancy through the wet hills of Wickepin,
By Kunjin and Corrigin with moonlight on the roofs,
And the iron shone faint and ghostly on the lonely moonlit siding
And the salt earth rang like crystal underneath our fl ying hoofs.

O once I rode with Clancy when my white fl esh was tender,
And my hair a golden cloud along the wind,
Among the hills of Wickepin, the dry salt plains of Corrigin,
Where all my Quaker forebears strove and sinned.

Their black hats went bobbing through the Kunjin churchyard,
With great rapacious noses, somber-eyed,
Ringbarked gums and planted pine trees, built a raw church
In a clearing, made it consecrated ground because they died.

From this seed I spring—the dour and sardonic Quaker men,
The women with hooked noses, baking bread,
Breeding, hymning, sowing, fencing off the stony earth,
That salts their bones for thanksgiving when they’re dead.

It’s a country full of old men, with thumbscrews on their hunger,
Their crosses leaning sideways in the scrub.
My cousins spit to windward, great noses blue with moonlight,
Their shoulders propping up the Kunjin pub.

O once I rode with Clancy through the wet hills of Wickepin,
By Kunjin and Corrigin with moonlight on the roofs,
And the iron shone faint and ghostly on the lonely, moonlit siding
And the salt earth rang like crystal underneath our fl ying hoofs.
And the old men rose muttering and cursed us from the graveyard
When they saw our wild white hoofs go fl ashing by,
For I ride with landless Clancy and their prayers are at my back,
They can shout out strings of curses on the sky.
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By Wickepin, by Corrigin, by Kunjin’s fl inty hills,
On wild white hoofs that kindle into fl ame,
The river is my mirror, the wattle tree our roof,
Adrift across our bed like golden rain.

Let the old men clack and mutter, let their dead eyes run with rain.
I hear the crack of doom across the scrub,
For though I ride with Clancy there is much of me remains,
In that moonlit dust outside the Kunjin pub.

My golden hair has faded, my tender fl esh is dark,
My voice has learned a wet and windy sigh
And I lean above the creekbed, catch my breath upon a ghost,
With a great rapacious nose and somber eye.
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