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Abstract 

This thesis explores how a promising writer of the 1950s and 1960s did not fulfill her 
promise because the literary climate of New Zealand was controlled by male writers 
who were mostly out of sympathy with women's writing. Literature is examined 
historically, particularly the period 1900 to 1968. Until men began to reshape 
literature with their magazine, Phoenix in 1932, multiple voices predominated, 
among the best of whom were Katherine Mansfield, Eileen Duggan, Jane 
Mander, Blanche Baughan, and Mary Ursula Bethell. Born in 1913, Ruth France 
was encouraged to be a writer by the successes of her mother Helena Henderson, 
typical of a large group of Georgian poets of the school termed Kowhai Gold by 
the Phoenix men for the outdated and irrelevant subject-matter and tropes in that 
anthology, yet she failed to become established and did not recognise the extent 
to which a revolution had excluded the female inheritance of the first period of 
women's writing. The year 1932 is seen as the high point of the first period 
of women's writing, culminating in Authors' Week 1936 in which women were 
involved. 

The new men, Allen Curnow, A.R.D. Fairburn, Charles Brasch, Denis Glover, 
and Frank Sargeson, not only wrote in modes they considered more suitable for New 
Zealand's post-colonial status, but they established the climate to receive the new 
works by becoming literary historians, essayists, critics, compilers of anthologies, 
editors, publishers, printers, and performers on radio and public platform. They 
became guardians of the new canon they forged. The Writers' Conference of 1951 
was an all-male affair. 

Literary criticism is examined closely. It is shown to be pragmatic, often 
biased and self-serving. There were few professional critics in this period. The 
literary dispute between Allen Curnow and a newer group of Wellington poets 
led by Louis Johnson is discussed as in-fighting among males for the high ground 
of poetry, and as it lasted during the period France tried to publish, the dispute 
served to distort criticism, to entrench views on what was or was not suitable for 
the emerging literature, and in particular to ensure that women writers were seen 
as irrelevant to the main male battles. France was a writer who needed support 
from her reading and critical public, and without it, her art became very insecure. 
To evade bias against women writers, France adopted a male pseudonym, a subject 
given a chapter. 

In theme France was largely out of step with her contemporaries since her view 
of the human predicament in a hostile universe was more pessimistic than most 
would tolerate, even her peers writing novels from an existential point of view. So 
monolithic had literature become that it was expected writers would conform to a 
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prescribed pattern of laying bare the distorting puritan heart of society, showing 
how a better accommodation with the land might be achieved, through the method 
of critical realism. France, and most women writers, were more concerned with 
an inner reality of the mind, and with using impressionist techniques, as well as 
realism. France was late to publish, and came at the tail-end of a poetic tradition 
soon to be injected with new life by 'modernist' poetry from America. Ironically, 
many of the features of modernist poetry were already present in France's best 
poetry (and had not been appreciated by editors or critics). In novel-writing 
too, France came at the end of an era based chiefly on realism and now termed 
'Provincial'. Her penchant for streams of consciousness with their non-linear 
progression might have taken her over into the 'Post-Provincial' era, but she died 
in 1968, disillusioned with her writing career. 
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Ruth France, Missing Person 

When Ruth France published her first novel, The Race in 195 , it was taken as 
evidence that the New Zealand novel was in good health. Lawrence Jones notes 
contemporary commentators such as E.H. McCormick, Joan Stevens, and Charles 
Brasch were delighted to see the flowering of the novel, The Race included, in 
the late 1950s. 1 Although McCormick did not include France in his New Zealand 
Literature: a Survey (1959), a letter to France indicates that his manuscript was 
with the publisher by May 1958 and France's novel was not close enough to 
publication for inclusion. He wrote to France that he had -

... regretfully decided not to mention it with the three other recent 
novels, Spir.ster, The God Boy, and/' ll Soldier No More .... I am 
sorry not to include your book, for it breaks fresh ground in New 
Zealand fiction and, as I inferred from your poetry and from the extract 
printed in Landfall it is written with great distinction .... We badly 
need the kind of writing you do so well.2 

Joan Stevens felt that since 1955, there had been a 'major breakthrough in fiction'; 
along with J anetFrame, Sylvia Ashton-Warner, M.K. Joseph, and Ian Cross, France 
was being hailed as a writer of promise. Brasch wrote in 1958: 'How long will it 
be before as many as five New Zealand novels appear again in a twelvemonth? .... 
On the surface, the situation looks favourable'. 3 

1 Lawrence Jones, 'The Novel' in The Oxford History of New 'Zealand Literature in English (Auck
land: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 107-199 (p.141). 

2Letter from E.H. McCormick to Ruth France, 15 May 1958. Ruth France Papers, Hocken Library, 
University of Otago, Dunedin. MS 932/1, hereinafter cited as FP. 

3Joan Stevens, The New 'Zealand Novel 1860-1960 (Wellington: AH. & A.W. Reed, 1961), p.98; 
Charles Brasch, 'Notes', Landfall, 12, 4 (December 1958), 299-300 (p.299). 
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Under the pseudonym, Paul Henderson, France was noted also as a poet of 
promise. James K. Baxter praised her first collection, Unwilling Pilgrim (1955) 
for its 'scope and energy'; ' ... areal poet is among us', he wrote. In the second 
collection, The Halting Place (1961), Baxter noted 'the potential powers which 
could produce poems comparable with the great last poems of Robin Hyde', even 
though the poems under review were still 'works of transition'. 4 Allen Curnow 
selected three Henderson poems for The Penguin Book of New Zealand Verse 
(1960), giving her equal representation with other rising poets, C.K. Stead and Louis 
Johnson, and giving her a selection larger than that accorded Alistair Campbell. 

Yet before her death in 1968, aged 55, Ruth France was disillusioned with 
her writing career, a career which produced two published novels and no further 
volumes of poetry. In 1992, only a few devotees of New Zealand literature know her 
name. The Dunedin Public Library recently sold off its loan copies of France novels 
at 50c., envisaging no further demand. She is mentioned in The Oxford History of 
New Zealand Literature in English (1991) in the chapters on the novel, poetry, and 
children's writing, but she is not listed in John Thomson's 'Bibliography' chapter, 
although Thomson finds room for the slender talents of Renato Amato, Ron Bacon, 
Merton Hodge, Joseph Musaphia, and sundry 'light' novelists. France as 'Paul 
Henderson' still receives a page or two in comprehensive poetry anthologies, but 
she must be a candidate for omission next time New Zealand poetry is collected. 
The unkindest cutting of France is her omission from Philip Tew's bibliography, 
Writers of New Zealand Fiction, 1960- (1986). Tew is Fiction and Literature 
Librarian at the Canterbury Public Library and might have been expected to know 
about Ice Cold River, France's pre-eminently Canterbury regional novel of 1961, 
more so since France was born and died in Canterbury, and was formerly an 
employee at that library. 

Feminist literary historians, seeking to redress the gender imbalance created by 
half a century of mostly male commentators and critics, overlooked France until 
1991 when her daughter-in-law, Sue Abel, wrote a sympathetic account for The 
Book of New Zealand Women (Wellington: Bridget Williams Books Ltd, pp.214-
17). Lawrence Jones noted that Heather Roberts left France out of Where Did 
She Come From? New Zealand Women Novelists 1862-1987 (1989).5 I began 
a study of this forgotten Christchurch writer whose personal papers happened to 

4James K. Baxter, review of Unwilling Pilgrim, in Landfall, 10, 1 (March 1956), 63-65 (pp.64, 
65); Baxter, review of The Halting Place in Comment, 4, 1 (October 1962), 42-3 (p.43). 

5Lawrence Jones, review of Roberts in the Otago Daily Times, 14 June 1989. Anne Else gives a 
full and useful account of the reception of France's poetry in her article, 'Not More Than Man Nor 
Less: The Treatment of Women Poets in Landfall', Landfall, 39, 4 (December 1985),431-446 
(pp.441-443). 
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be deposited in the Hocken Library, Dunedin; I discovered soon the 'forgotten 
writer' had been a 'promising writer'. This thesis explores why the promise was 
not fulfilled. I look for reasons within the work of France herself, and within the 
general climate for women's writing in New Zealand this century, with emphasis 
on the period 1950-1968. It is appropriate to make distinctions of gender within 
the period, since the distinctions were important for France, and led her to assume 
a male pseudonym. 

France's birth date of 1913, and the publication dates of her novels (1958, 1961) 
put her among a group of writers Lawrence Jones calls 'Provincial', namely those 
publishing between 1935-1964.6 France was born the same year as Dan Davin 
and Helen Shaw, and within ten years of A.RD. Fairburn, R.A.K. Mason, Frank 
Sargeson, John Mulgan, Robin Hyde, Sylvia Ashton-Warner, Charles Brasch, 
AlJen Curnow, and Denis Glover, but she was later to publish: France appeared 
in magazines in the late 1940s, with her first verse collection published in 1955, 
whereas most of those writers published first in the 1930s. 

Sources for this study are the four published works of Ruth France, as well 
as. uncollected poems and stories, and unpublished manuscripts deposited in six 
boxes of the France archive in the Hocken Library. France kept few letters and 
there is no diary. A valuable resource of forty-two France letters was supplied by 
Dennis McEldowney, with whom France corresponded between 1959 and 1967. 
The Landfall correspondence between France and Charles Brasch (MS 996/13, 
Hocken Library) for the years 1947-1966 reveals much that is useful about France 
and about Brasch as editor. Interviews were conducted with Ruth France's late 
husband, Arnold France, her son Heron, her brother Frank Henderson, and her 
friends, Dorothy Ballantyne and Elsie Locke. 

A study of the literary climate into which Ruth France stepped is the core of 
Chapter Two. In her intoduction to Where Did She Come From?, Heather Roberts 
takes a feminist look back to what she sees as the historical suppression--often 
deliberate--of women's writing, and its isolation from the main, male, tradition of 
writing. She sees New Zealand society as one 'that places primary value on the 
experiences of a small group of people-white, healthy, young men-and where 
the "mainstream" ofliterary tradition is one which interprets these experiences' .7 

6I shall use the period divisions and nomenclature established firstly by Peter Simpson in his 'From 
Colonial to Provincial: The Evolution of Poetry in Canterbury 1850-1950', in Historical News, 
43 (November 1981), 10-16, and used by Jones in the Oxford History (1991), p.107. Jones 
classifies the periods, 'Late Colonial' 1890-1934, 'Provincial' 1935-1964, and 'Post-Provincial' 
from 1965. · 

7Heather Roberts, Where Did She Come From? New Zealand Women Novelists 1862-1987 (Wel
lington: Allen & Unwin and Port Nicholson Press, 1989), pp.1,3. 
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While I agree with Roberts' strictures, I find they apply only after the rise of the men 
who became associated with the magazine Phoenix (1932-33) and with the Caxton 
Oub Press from 1934. I believe that in the decades pre-Phoenix, whatever literature 
New Zealand enjoyed was dominated by women writers, a fact acknowledged by 
early male and female critics and literary commentators, as well as by the Phoenix 
men themselves. The impulse for the Phoenix rebellion issued in large part from 
their perception of the female nature of that earlier literature. Whether the Phoenix 
men liked it or not, history sees New Zealand literature before the 1930s dominated 
by such important women writers as Katherine Mansfield, Eileen Duggan, Jane 
Mander, and Blanche Baughan, while as the stars of the 1930s men rose in the 
literary firmament, so did that of Robin Hyde. The post-1930s neglect of women's 
writing was caused by the success of the men who redirected literature along their 
own preferred paths, compensating for what they saw as the female domination of 
what had gone before. 

Operating at a level below the major female writers mentioned above, was 
an army of indefatigable female versifiers and story-spinners, sufficient to clog 
the pages of dozens of early periodicals. The present-day literary historian might 
wonder if there was a house in the country not churning out 'literature'. It was into 
such a cottage industry that Ruth France was born: her mother, Helena Henderson, 
in between raising six children and making up the shortfall in the family income 
by running her own shop, was one of the most typical and industrious of the breed, 
keeping her name to the fore of New Zealand and Australian poetry circles, as well 
as juggling six or eight other writing personaimdden beneath discreet pseudonyms. 
Ruth France grew up believing that writing was something women did. This in 
itself helps to explain the disillusion she felt about her subsequent career: knowing 
herself to be a writer, yet somehow she had not really become one, and did not 
fully understand why she had failed. She did not comprehend to the full the 
forces working against her success: the new male power structure threw out all 
that Helena Henderson represented, and along the way, the talents of even the best 
women-Mansfield, Hyde, and Mander-were misunderstood and demoted. 

The Phoenix/Caxton men searched for new, post-colonial themes to replace 
what they saw as the borrowed English traditions of the Helena Henderson Georgian 
school. They rebelled against the type of sentiment expressed by Jessie Mackay 
and 0.N. Gillespie. In the foreword to her 1907 poetry anthology, Mackay wrote 
that her purpose in selecting the poetry had been to emphasise the links with 
'the beloved Motherland', dwelling 'on the quiet but everlasting verities on which 
English poetry anchors', and to keep out verse incompn!hensible to English readers, 
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namely topical poems, those in local argot, and those with Maori themes. 8 Gillespie 
collected the first comprehensive anthology of New Zealand short stories, which 
together with Kowhai, Gold, appeared in 1930 and must have lent credence to 
the belief that a New Zealand literature had arrived. Gillespie emphasized in his 
preface the heavily Anglo-Saxon and Celtic nature of the work, which was only 
right and proper and merely reflected the one purpose which had dominated the 
people, namely their search 'to refashion in these islands the homeland they had 
left', even hoping in some daring cases 'to make the copy better than the original', 
a hope not too wild since New Zealand contained the purest British stock in the 
world, and the land itself bore the closest resemblance to the natural features of 
Britain.9 

As antidote to this anglomania, the Phoenix men sought New Zealand themes, 
about the strange land itself and people's relation to it, the Depression and the 
failing of the founding myth of the new Utopia, and they sought a new idiom to 
represent the true New Zealand 'voice'. Robin Hyde summarised the Auckland 
poets' attitude to poetry as a dislike of sentiment and the lyric ('a weak sister'), 
a fear of the imagination and beauty, and a focus on social change. She noted 
how the new men scorned women poets and their fondness for 'nature' poetry: 
the new 'school' detested woman writers, wrote Hyde, and 'writhe[d] at the bare 
idea of a poem about a tui; yet they gulp down disgusting messes of American 
fish and fowl' .10 With energy, a careful and systematic battle plan, and not a 
little arrogance, the young men established themselves quickly as arbiters of taste 
in jounals, anthologies, and literary magazines: to be published a writer had to 
get p~t them. D' Arey Cresswell, A.R.D. Fairburn, and Denis Glover used their 
pens to belittle the woman writer, Allen Curnow and Charles Brasch as editors 
and essayists, manned the drafting-gates of literature, and women were usually 
mustered off to the back paddock. Ruth France sent off her manuscripts from 
the back paddock, and some small reward was fed back to her, but her position 
remained peripheral. It mystified her, and undermined confidence in her ability to 
make herself into a writer. 

As the Phoenix rose, so too did the desire to shape literature into a monolith. 
Before, disparate writers worked often in isolation, with little sense of belonging to 
a 'school' or cohesive body, producing a literature of diffuse and multiple voices. 

8 Jessie Mackay, ed., New 'Zealand Rhymes Old and New (Christchurch: Whitcombe & Tombs Ltd, 
[1907], p.5. 

90.N. Gillespie, ed., New Z.ealand Short Stories (London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd, 1930, cheap 
edition 1932), p.v. 

10Robin Hyde, 'Poetry in Auckland', in Art in New ?,ea/and, 9, 1 (September 1936), 29-34 (pp.29, 
30); 'New Zealand Authoresses', in The Mirror, XVIII, 8 (February 1938), 20-1, 62-3 (p.62). 
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Mackay noted in 1907 that poets tended to aim for 'a splendid mental isolation' 
each from the other, lest each lose 'his own style in overstudy of his neighbours' '. 11 

After Phoenix, theme and voice were fixed, in particular by the essays and critical 
writings of Curnow. Those not writing in approved modes had a hard time gaining 
recognition. Intolerance of multiple voices is one of the most regrettable legacies 
of the 1930s men. In poetry, Cumow's anthologies of 1945, 1951, and 1960 
established as if on tablets of stone, a canon of work. Despite assuring his readers 
that the canon must adapt itself to include new work, Cumow's role as arbiter of 
poetic taste was in practice excluding rather than including, and work was judged 
on whether or not it fitted into what had gone before. 12 

In prose, Frank Sargeson's new-style stories struck such a note of 'authentic 
New Zealand' that his style and subject-matter became the norm. The Writers' 
Conference of 1951 agreed on a theme: the Puritan society, and a mode: critical 
realism.13 In the matter of conformity, our writers and critics have often been 
inseparable from the philistines they chastised; few suggested there were more 
varied poets and fiction-writers than could rightly be squeezed into one monolith. 
Since the 1930s, all women writers have had to confront the male monolith, and 
it is not surprising that a sensitive soul or two, including Ruth France, developed 
a squint. Patrick Evans does not see France contributing to a tradition of 'tough
minded and independent women's writing' which began to emerge in the late 1950s: 
he lists Janet Frame and Sylvia Ashton-Warner, but, by his omission, seems to have 
realised that France did not have the toughness required to succeed. 14 

Since critics may determine how a new work is received, Chapter Three consid
ers literary criticism and reviewing. Before the 1930s there was a dearth of profes
sional criticism; critical comment usually took the form of giving plot outlines of 
novels, or over-generous 'puffing up' of poetic reputations by such enthusiasts as 
C.A. Marris, with some shrewd comment from women writers, Mansfield, Mander, 
Marsh, and Hyde. High on the list of priorities for the Phoenix men--afterthey had 
achieved 'the integration of national consciousness', and focussed 'contemporary 

11 Jessie Mackay, [1907], p.3. 
12 Allen Cmnow wrote: • ... the poet does not have to be "worked into" any pattern; he is in it; his 

presence there modifies it ... '; and 'It would not be necessary, even if I thought it honest, to modify 
the choice of poems so as to illustrate a favoured thesis: the recurring themes and attitudes are 
there, plainly, in the writings of those whom we have best reason to call our poets'. (Introduction 
to A Book of New Zealand Verse, 1923-45, Caxton Press, 1945), pp.13-55 (pp.17, 18). 

13See Robert Chapman's report on the Writers' Conference, Landfall, 5, 3 (September 1951), 224-
27. 

14Patrick Evans, The Penguin History of New 'Zealand Literature (Auckland: Penguin Books, 1990), 
pp.198, 197. 
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opinion upon local needs'-was 'the creation of cultural antennae, the communi
cation of definite standards of taste, the "redeeming of the times" '. 15 Leading by 
example, Fairburn, Curnow, Brasch, Sargeson, Bertram, and Glover set themselves 
up as critics, Curnow and Brasch being particularly vigorous. Post-Phoenix, there 
is little female criticism. 

hnportant to the thesis is the unreliability of much male criticism: critics were 
not always unbiased, often using their critiques to push personal barrows, to demote 
reputations the better to promote their own, and to show up the errors of writers who 
wrote in non-approved modes. As a result of the 1951 Writers' Conference and the 
dissemination of ideas expressed in its offshoots, Robert Chapman's seminal essay 
'Fiction and the Social Pattern' and James K. Baxter's essay 'Recent Trends in New 
Zealand Poetry', writers were expected to be part-time sociologists, pinning out 
the Puritan Society in all its ugliness, the better to cure it. Critics checked whether 
new works portrayed society at large. 16 This requirement is shown to disadvantage 
women writers, since with the exception of Hyde, Mander, and Jean Devanny, they 
tended to be concerned with personal issues, and an 'inner' rather than an 'outer' 
reality, as noted by Lawrence Jones.17 Writing was a political activity in the 1950s 
and 1960s, and writers were expected to have the correct liberal, leaning-to-the-left 
credentials to support the artist's redemptive role in society. Rachel Barrowman 
writes of the close ties between art and politics as a result of left-wing cultural 
movements in the 1930s: 

The theory and practice of left-wing culture in this period was 
based upon three central ideas: the principle of political commitment, 
the aesthetic of realism, and a concern with the collective or social 
group rather than the individual.18 

Female writers who were not impelled by overt social concerns are shown to be 
classified as trivial and minor. 

France w;IB not writing from explicit social concerns~ so _ in Chapter Four 
I discuss her most persistent themes. I ask whether her themes were acceptable 
to her readers and critics, and I find that in this aspect too, France was not in line 

15James Bertram, editorial in Phoenix 1, 1 (March 1932), page unnumbered. 
16Robert Chapman, 'Fiction and the Social Pattern: Some Implications of Recent N.Z. Writing', 

in Landfall, 7, 1 (March 1953), 26-58; James K. Baxter, Recent Trends in New 'Zealand Poetry 
(Christchurch: Caxton Press, 1951). 

17Lawrence Jones, Barbed Wire and Mirrors: Essays on New 'Zealand Prose (Thmedin: Otago 
University Press, 1987), p.6. 

18Rache1Barrowman, A Popular Vision: the Arts and the Left in New 'Zealand 1930-1950 (Welling
ton: Victoria University Press, 1991), pp.21-22. 
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with received opinion, although I show her trying to accommodate herself to the 
norm in order to be heard. France had a blacker view of the world than most of her 
contemporaries were prepared to tolerate. Although France was often classified as 
a Canterbury landscape poet along with J.R. Hervey, Basil Dowling, and W. Hart
Smith-indeed, she classified herself thus, her relationship with the landscape was 
not as accommodating as theirs, nor as those of Brasch and Curnow. For France, 
getting to know the land was not a way of finding a home in it, and there could be 
no human accommodation with the land; humanity was perpetually alienated and 
adrift I try to isolate the 'real' France voice, as opposed to others she may have 
assumed to catch a market. 

Having shown New Zealand critics in action in Chapter Tirree, and having dis
cussed how France's themes stand by comparison with those of her contemporaries 
in Chapter Four, I show Ruth France meeting the critics in Chapter Five. Since 
most of the Phoenix men were primarily poets, poetry was the art most clearly 
shaped after their image, and with the past horrors of female Kowhai Gold fresh 
in their minds, they were determined to be firm with any woman who sought to 
publish. Few measured up to the new rigour. Vital to France's critical reception 
was a second male rebellion of younger poets in Wellington, led by Louis Johnson 
and James K. Baxter. They required Curnow and Brasch to reshape the canon 
to admit their own styles and themes, both of which Curnow in particular had 
proscribed. Noisy disputes between the two male factions over the high ground of 
poetry lasted as long as France tried to publish, and ensured that her work did not 
receive the disinterested criticism it deserved. 

In fiction, I show France receiving praise from the critics so long as she wrote in 
male-approved modes: the adventure element of the sea journey in The Race was 
praised because it filled the post-war demand for male adventure stories. 'Male 
Outdoors' was the main topos of fiction in the period, for as Chapman put it, men 
had been driven outdoors by the emasculating behaviour of women indoors.19 But 
when France, also in The Race, shows the world of women waiting on shore, their 
lives temporarily in suspension while their mates win through with understated 
courage at sea, she earns brickbats. The whole world of women, which Joan 
Stevens aptly described as 'never dramatic, this stay-at-home business', is given 
fuller exposure by France in Ice Cold River.w There was no escaping the female 
heart of the novel, short on action, and long on 'inner' action. France's reputation 
began to wither. Critics found the world of women revealed as boring, negative, 
timid, and unimportant. Since this was the type of novel France wanted to write, 

19Chapma:n. 'Fiction and the Social Pattern, 38-40. 
20Stevens, The New Zealand Novel (1961), p.109. 
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her dismay at its reception was intense. Yet, a writer she felt herself to be. In 
answer to the times, she wrote the type of novel she thought the market demanded; 
The Tunnel (unpublished) is the sad result of France's search for a made-to-measure 
novel. 

In an effort to evade the male literary Establishment, Ruth France assumed 
the male name, Paul Henderson_Jor much of her poetry publishing, and this is the 
subject of Chapter Six. The use of a male or gender-ambivalent pseudonym is a 
warning sign about a woman's attitude to her gender, rather than to herself: if she 
wished simply to disguise herself, she is more likely to succeed behind another 
female name. France felt there was advantage in being taken for a man, but there is 
a deeper need for male disguise in France: women of her upbringing were taught 
not to be 'loud' in public, and since poetry writing as practised by France tended 
to be more intimately revealing than her fiction, she resorted to the mask of a false 
name to lessen her public exposure, and to say things 'out loud' which the public 
were more used to hearing from male writers. As Susan Ash points out, New 
Zealand women writers have been reluctant to take the advice of Helene Cixous 
to 'break out of the snare of silence' by writing and thus becoming at will 'the 
taker and initiator', the active subject, or the 'I-woman' .21 Ruth France, as Paul 
Henderson, illustrates the phenomenon of the woman failing to confront the issues 
of speaking out. 

Once critics discovered the female beneath Paul Henderson, some set off on a 
false trail of picking out 'male' and 'female' elements of her verse, and of showing 
how France 'squinted' to achieve her disguise. It worlced to her detriment; what 
I see as the 'real' France voice, that is, her tough, slightly cynical and pessimistic 
stance, conveyed in the crisp and forceful language of metaphysical debate, was 
diagnosed by critics as a sign of France trying to write as a man to assist her 
disguise. The 'real' France was not encouraged to develop, and her art remained 
insecure. 

If France did not receive the honest criticism to which she was entitled, I try to 
reassess her merit as a writer in Chapter Seven. I make no claim for her neglected 
genius, nor even that she was a very good writer. At most she showed more signs 
of promise than she was ever allowed to develop. Pulled by the literary disputes 
of the day, comporting herself so as not to give offence, manreuvering to gain 
entry to the canon, she assumed some alien postures. Whereas her contemporaries, 
Sargeson and Curnow, were shown by Evans to have been granted an hospitable 
environment in which to 'make' themselves into writers, France did not have that 

21 Susan Ash, 'Narrating a Female (Subject)ivity in the Works of Katherine Mansfield, Robin Hyde, 
Janet Frame, and Keri Hulme', PhD. thesis, University ofOtago, 1990, p.257. 
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luxury.22 Not to have succeeded by the age of fifty-five in a discipline for which 
she felt destined, was a bitter disappointment. 

Above all my thesis is that distortions develop when one group is allowed to 
occupy the high ground, and establishes an orthodoxy: intolerance becomes the 
norm, and too much energy is expended in justifying and challenging positions, 
which leads to polarization and entrenchment. As Robin Hyde wrote of poetry in 
1936: ' ... it is intellectual suicide to determine on one mood and one intention as 
the be-all and end-all ... '.23 

22Evans, Penguin History, pp.114-135. 
23Hyde, 'Poetry in Auckland', 30. 
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Literary Climate-The Male 
Line Becomes Established 

New Zealand seems to have consigned her literary destiny to the keeping of her 
women. 

To D.G., A.C., & a Few Others 

We must away with trees and Spring 
For stern reality's the thing .... 

(G.H. Scolefield)1 

(Isobel Andrews )2 

Rex knows Ron and Ron knows Bob, Bob knows Keith and Keith knows Ron, Ron 
knows Bob and Bob knows Keith, Keith knows Ron who Rex also knows. Allen 
knows Charles and Charles knows Denis, Denis knows Kendrick, Kendrick knows 
Allen who Charles also knows; Allen knows Charles and Charles knows Denis, Denis 
knows Allen who Kendrick also knows. Rex knows Allen, Allen knows Charles. 
Charles knows Denis, Denis knows Denis, Denis knows Denis and Denis always 
knows. Frank knows no one and no one knows Keith and Keith knows Bob, Bob 
knew Keith who Bob no longer knows. Rex knew Ron and Ron knew Bob, Bob knew 
Keith and Keith knew Ron, Ron knew Bob and Bob knew Keith, Keith knew Ron and 
Rex also knows. Allen and Charles and Denis and Kendrick; Rex and Ron and Bob 
and Keith; has the penny fallen. 

('A Charlatan's Mosaic')3 

1 'Books and Their Authors: Literature of the Dominion', supplement to The Times (London), 22 
February 1927, xxii. 

2Tomorrow, IY, 8 (16 February 1938), 238. 
3Reprinted from Craccum in New 'Zealand Universities Literary Yearbook, 1972 (Auckland: New 
Zealand Universities Arts Council [1972]), unpaginated. 
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Chapter Two plots the path of women's writing in New Zealand to provide an 
understanding of the literary climate into which Ruth France sent her writing. It 
shows that until the mid-1930s women's writing was a vital part of New Zealand 
literature: women's writing surpassed that of men in quantity and quality. This 
fact was noted by male and female commentators on New Zealand's emerging 
literature. Authors' Week 1936 marked the end of a high period for women's 
writing which had probably peaked in 1932 (a year examined in detail). With the 
rise of Phoenix in 1932 and the new young men it gave voice to, women's writing 
entered a period of eclipse, as all writing pre-Phoenix was demoted or rejected 
in order to elevate the importance of their own pioneering work. Charles Brasch 
wrote: 'So what the Phoenix said was, in effect: "Here we are: New Zealand 
literature begins here"' .4 Evans writes of the Phoenix men: 

Essentially Eurocentric and Anglophile, confident in their own impor
tance and originality, insolent in their attitude towards others, they 
saw themselves as the new age, as a generation which would dominate 
New Zealand's writing for the rest of their lives.5 

This thesis considers the work of the Phoenix men only in so far as it contributes to a 
gender distortion which might affect how the work of Ruth France is to be received. 
In the revolution conducted by the Phoenix men, many of their criticisms about 
literature were gender-based. Furthermore, their emphases on themes connected 
with the physical landscape and with society as an entity created a hiatus for 
women: they tended not to see the land and its people in quite the same way, 
being more interested in personal, less public themes. This chapter shows how 
the revolution was conducted. By the time Ruth France began to publish in the 
late 1940s, women struggled to meet the critical criteria enforced by the new men. 
Publishing had become a pursuit best left to the men, and any woman who ventured 
to publish had a hard time of it. The Writers' Conference of 1951 celebrated an 
almost all-male literature. 

The Strong Female Line to 1936 

New Zealanders wrote poetry and stories in such profusion before 1936 that the 
student sifting through it all today might wonder whether there was anybody in 
New Zealand not writing. E.M. Smith's (1939) 'A Bibliography of New Zealand 

4Charles Brasch, Indirections: A Memoir 1909-1947 (Wellington: Oxford University Press, 1980), 
p.185. 

5Evans, Penguin History, p.78. 
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Fiction, 1862-1939', listed 244 published writers of fiction.6 O.N. Gillespie had 
a friend whose collection of New Zealand poetry reached 'three figures' before 
1870.7 As early as 1909, T.M. Hocken reported he was unable to list completely 
the 'yearly heavy burden' of verse, and if he could not yet see the arrival of a 
writer with 'the genius to worthily unfold and interpret' the 'treasures' of the 
ample dramatic material thrown up by New Zealand's colourful history, Hocken 
suggested it was because of the 'incessant struggle with the hardships of colonial 
life [which] has hitherto stifled that emotional quality which, deeply stining the 
mind and heart, is indeed the veritable touchstone of true poetry'.8 P.A. Lawlor 
tried to collect all poetry published in New Zealand, and by 1954, he had over 
700 volumes.9 When The Sun (Christchurch) held a Christmas poetry and short 
story competition in 1926, it drew 231 stories and 325 poems.10 New Zealanders 
were keen readers. By 1906 there were 422 subsidized libraries, and in 1908, 
newspapers numbered 232.11 Bookshops were popular and numerous, with a 
demand for cheap editions 'astonishing in so small a population'. 12 Furthermore, 
New Zealanders were well used to reading women's fiction. In 1901, the New 
Zealand Illustrated Magazine conducted a survey to find their readers' favourite 
authors. Not surprisingly, Dickens was a clear winner, but Mrs Henry Wood (East 
Lyn"e) tied second with R.L. Stevenson. Third equal were Scott, Thackeray, George .,, 
Macdonald, Marion Crawford, Edna Lyell, and Augusta E. Wilson. George Eliot 
was fourth equal with Victor Hugo.13 

A strong tradition of women's writing was established early in Ruth France's 
home province of Canterbury. In 1911, the Canterbury Women's Club was founded 
by a group of women interested in literature and the arts: writers belonging were 
Edith Lyttleton, Blanche Baughan, Mary Colbome-Veel, Jessie Mackay, Margaret 

6E.M. Smith,A History of New Zealand Fiction (Wellington: Reed. 1939). 
70.N. Gillespie, 'Poetry in New Zealand', in Review (Wellington: John O'London Literary Club), 
2 (December 1940), 11-13 (p.11). 

8T M. Hocken, Bibliography of the Literature Relating to New 'Zealand (Wellington: John Mackay, 
Government Printer, 1909), pp. iv-v. 

9P.A. Lawlor, Books and Boohnen, New Zealand and Overseas (Wellington: Whitcombe & Tombs 
Ltd, 1954), p.91. 

10Toe editor regretted that much of it was poor stuff-poets who tried to make homestead rhyme 
with indubitably, and who forced twelve feet into a seven-foot line. Ruth France's mother, Helena 
Henderson, won first prize for the story, with Ngaio Marsh third. 

11 Sir Arthur P. Douglas, The Dominion of New Zealand (London: Sir Isaac Pitman & Sons Ltd, 
1909), pp.220, 316. 

12Sir W.P. Reeves, New Zealand (London: Horace Marshall & Son [1898]), p.178. 
13New 'Zealand Illustrated Magazine (December 1901), pp.245-6. 
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Stoddart, and Edith Searle Grossmann.14 By 1918, Jessie Mackay was conducting 
a wide correspondence with writers and those seeking her advice on writing, and 
this continued until her death in 1938.15 

G.H. Scholefield observed in 1927 that 'New Zealand seems to have consigned 
her literary destiny to the keeping ofherwomen'-women such as 'G.B. Lancaster' 
(Lyttleton), Rosemary Rees, Jane Mander, Baughan, and Katherine Mansfield.16 

Isabel M. Cluett (Peacocke) wrote in 1929 that 'most of the more virile and 
convincing pen-pictures of this country have been presented by women', even if 
some of the best of the women were forced to leave New Zealand (Mansfield, 
Rees, Lancaster, Mander). 17 Two of New Zealand's important women novelists 
were productive in the 1920s, at a time when few novels by men were published. 
Joan Stevens sees the period as one of 'revival and growth', dominated by Mander 
and Devanny. In this decade, Mander published six novels and Devanny five. 
Mander's The Story of a New Zealand River (1920) was 'hailed as a classic in its 
time', while Devanny's The Butcher Shop (1926) sold 15,000 copies, 'and caused 
a row'.18 

Women were not so prolific in theiroutput of volumes of verse. InP .. CJ1Alcock 's 
A Selected Bibliography of New Zealand Verse and Some Related Writing, 1920-
1952, men outnumber women five to one (if that ratio reproduces the ratio of the 
material from which Alcock extracted his list).19 But female poets were being 
published in London and New Zealand: Forerunner, 15 (July 1913) listed recent 
volumes by Baughan, Colbome-Veel, Mackay, Mary Richmond, Dora Wu.cox, and 
Anne Glenny Wu.son. Isabel M. Peacocke published a volume in 1910. In 1925, 
R.F. Fortune wrote a survey of New Zealand poetry: while most of it was the 
worlc of 'verse-stringer[s]', some poets were producing poetry in 'the grand style', 
in particular, Eileen Duggan, whose verse had been warmly praised by 'A.E.' in 
the Irish Statesman, and Jessie Mackay, who showed great promise.20 Duggan 

14 AlanMulgan, 'B.E. Baughan: Some Memories' ,Landfall 12, 4 (December 1958), 333-35 (p.335). 
15Nellie F.H. MacLeod, A Voice on the Wind: the Story of Jessie Mackay (Wellington: Reed, 1955), 

p.62. 
160.H. Scholefield, 'Books and Their Authors: Literature of the Dominion', ir1 The Times (London), 

supplement on New Zealand (22 February 1927), :xxii. 
17Isabel M. Cluett, 'Women Writers of New Zealand', ir1 The Mirror, 8, 5 (1 November 1929), 59. 
18Stevens (1961), pp.36, 39. 
19Unpublished Typescript, Library School, Wellirigton, 1952. In tallyirig the works of male and 

female writers, there may be error caused by the unknown gender of some names; it has been my 
policy to designate as male all unknown names where only first initials are given. 

20R.F. Fortune, 'On New Zealand Poetry', ir1 The New Nation, II, 5 (1 June 1925), 21-23 (pp.21, 
23). 
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published volumes in 1922, 1929, and 1937; Mansfield published in 1923, and 
Ursula Bethell in 1929. C.A. Marris noted that Hyde was published by Macmillan 
in 1935, and that Eve Langley had been described by an unnamed English critic as 
'Keats reincarnated'. 21 

Women writers found a steady market for work in newspapers and magazines. 
As early as 1895, women were taking the initiative in publishing: Louisa Adams 
began Daybreak, a paper written by women on topics of interest to women. The 
paper was wannly and positively received by the male-dominated press. The 
second issue of Daybreak carried favourable responses from nine daily papers, 
with only one hostile response; the Wairarapa Daily felt that since there was 
nothing in Daybreak about afternoon teas, corsets, clothes, or dances, the paper 
was doomed to fail: 'Women don't care for philosophy and political privileges'.22 

Unfortunately, the paper did not last beyond 1895. Robin Hyde lists several 
women journalists: Jessie Mackay, Mona Tracy, Elsie K. Morton, Esther Glen in 
her essay, 'The New Zealand Woman in Letters'; in a second essay, 'New Zealand 
Authoresses', Hyde hoped that Mackay's 'best newspaper articles, which had the 
force and drive of clear-sighted feminism, could be printed in book form, for they 
are important in our record of progress ... '. 23 

Literary magazines, and general magazines with literary pages, have led a 
phoenix-like existence from the earliest days, and are too numerous to cover here. 
Suffice to say that women supplied their fair share of stories, poems, and articles. 
By 1900, said J.M. Wild, there had been forty attempts at literary magazines.24 

The Triad appeared between 1893--1915. It printed hundreds of poems, many 
by women, and offered a critical service for poets called 'Letter Bag'. In 1910, 
it ran a series called 'The Art of Verse' on verse-writing techniques.25 Alice 
Kenny was a frequent contributor, even if her poems were, in the opinion of 
K.K. Ruthven, 'consistently undistinguished', 'squeezed into odd comers of the 
magazine and assailed on all sides by cruelly placed advertisements for soaps and 
patent medicines ... '. She managed to catch the eye of Ezra Pound, but soon lost 

21 C.A. Marris, 'Our Younger GenerationofWriters', inNew Zealand Authors' Week1936 (Welling
ton: New Zealand Authors' Week Committee, 1936), pp.18-19. 

zi'Daybreak, 1, 2 (23 February 1895), 8. 
23Robin Hyde, 'The New Zealand Woman in Letters', in The Working Woman, April 1936, 4--5 

(p.4); 'New Zealand Authoresses' in The Mirror, XVIII, 8 (February 1938), 20-1, 62-3 (p.62). 
241.M. Wild, 'The Literary Periodical in New Zealand' (unpublished M.A. thesis, Victoria University 

College, Wellington, 1951), p.2. 
25Colin Mitchell, 'The Arts in Wellington 1890-1912' (unpublished M.A. thesis, Victoria University 

College, Wellington, 1958), p.112. 
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During the 1920s, Pat Lawlor edited the New Zealand section of Aussie, the 
circulation of which fluctuated between 21,000 and 36,000 per month. The mag
azine had a policy of encouraging women writers with a special women's section, 
and paying high rates. Women who wrote for it were Laura Bunting, Mona Tracy, 
Jessie Mackay, Elsie K. Morton, Helena Henderson, Esther Glen, Winifred Ten
nant, Iris Wtlkinson, Una Currie, and MargaretMacPherson.27 Women contributed 
regularly to the monthly New Zealand Railways Magazine (1926-1940), and Rata: 
a New Zealand Annual. The Star Sun (Ouistchurch) accepted some forty-four 
items from Eileen Duggan and fifty-four from Robin Hyde.28 

It was in magazines that New Zealand's embryonic literary criticism first ap
peared, and women wrote most of it. The following women published articles 
on New Zealand writing between 1900 and 1936: Hilda Keane (Mrs Carr Rol
lett), Clara Cheeseman, Katherine Mansfield, Isabel M. Cluett, Jessie Mackay, 
Winifred Tennant, Edith Kerr, Jane Mander, Ngaio Marsh, Maud Jepson, Robin 
Hyde, Muriel Innes, and Helen Longford. 

Poetry was first collected into an anthology in 1906 by A.E. Currie and W.F. 
Alexander. In their introduction, they wrote: 'there has existed right from the 
very beginning a tradition that it was a good thing to write poetry'. 29 Thirty-eight 
male poets and seventeen female poets were represented. Mackay noted in her 
foreword to New Zealand Rhymes Old and New that New Zealand was 'a country 
of mountains and minor poets', and a country which could 'plume itself' about the 
volume of poetry produced: '. . . it is doubtful whether the pioneers of any other 
young land have ever produced more work of a purely imaginative sort, especially 
in verse'. 30 Mackay selected only four women-Mary and Anne Colbome-Veel, 
Mary H. Poynter, and Blanche Baughan-among twelve male poets. In a second, 
revised anthology in 1926, Currie and Alexander collected work by forty-six males 
and twenty-six females.31 Quentin Pope edited Kowhai Gold: an Anthology of 
Contemporary New Zealand Verse in 1930, and wrote in his introduction that 
the foundations of a New Zealand literature were being laid. Six poets were 
mentioned by name, four of them women: Duggan, Hyde, Mansfield, and Alison 

26K.K. Ruthven, 'Ezra Pound, Alice Kenny & the Triad', in Landfall 23, 1 (March 1969), 73-84 
(p.74). 

Z7Pat Lawlor, Confessions of a Journalist (Auckland: Whitcombe & Tombs Ltd, 1935), p.116. 
28 'New Zealand Poetry: a Select Bibliography, 1920-1972', compiled by John E. Weir & Barbara 

A. Lyon (Christchurch: the Library, University of Canterbury, typescript, 1977), Appendix 1. 
'}!)New Zealand Verse (London: The Walter Scott Publishing Co., Ltd, 1906), p.xiii. 
30Mackay [1907],p.3. 
31A Treasury of New Zealand.Verse (Auckland: Whitcombe & Tombs Ltd, 1926). 
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Grant. Women achieved parity with men in Pope's anthology.32 

As noted in Chapter One, O.N. Gillespie claimed to have collected the first 
group of short stories into an anthology in 1930, selecting from some 3000 pieces, 
a task which confirms the quantity of work produced. Of thirty writers represented, 
fourteen were women, including Baughan, Esther Glen, Helena Henderson, Lan
caster, Mansfield, Marsh, and Wilkinson (Hyde). In 1936, two anthologies were 
published: Warwick Lawrence edited Yours and Mine: Stories by Young New 
Zealanders, containing stories from three male writers and twelve female (includ
ing Robin Hyde), taken from newspaper sources; John Kington edited Pataka, 
with stories by ten male and ten female writers, none now remembered.33 But 
the tide was mrning against this type of anthology. Gillespie expected criticism 
of his anglophile choice and hoped to forestall it in a preface, quoted in Chapter 
One, which emphasized the Anglo/Saxon/Celtic origins of the country. In a later 
essay, Gillespie expressed annoyance at criticism he had received, and quoted an 
unnamed reviewer who wrote: 

Mr 0.N. Gillespie has collected two and thirty short tales, which 
presumably he considers form a cluster fairly representative of the 
story-telling capacity of the inhabitants of these fortunate isles. If that 
is his opinion, it would be a pity to disturb him by disagreeing with 
him; the thing is done, and we accept the copy with thanks.34 

A reviewer in the Otago Daily Times criticized most of the stories in Lawrence's 
anthology (except those of Rawlinson and Marsh): 'F.H.H.' regretted the damage 
done to New Zealand's 'struggling literary consciousness' if this volume was read 
abroad.35 

Robin Hyde shared a dislike for 'the false, unreal atmosphere' of much local 
writing, which perpetuated 'a sham England, unsuccessfully transplanted to New 
Zealand soil, and utterly unable to adapt itself to the real New Zealand'.36 She 
was particularly stringent on Pataka and its companion volume of poetry, Manuka 
Blossoms: 'Practically all these short stories are so bad ... '; 'a book [of verse] 

32London: J.M. DenL 
33 Auckland: K System, [1936]. 
340N. Gillespie, 'Reading 3000 Stories: an Anthology in the Making: Confessions of a Compiler', 

in The New 'Zealand Magazine, (June 1930), 2. 
35Lawrence's anthology published in New Plymouth by Thos Avery & Sons Ltd, 1936; 'F.H.H.', 

review of 24 October 1936. 
36RobinHyde, The Singers of Loneliness', in Tien Hsia Monthly, 7, 1 (August 1938), 9-23 (pp.17, 

19). 
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filled from cover to cover with banalities ... '. 37 But unlike most male critics, Hyde 
did not believe that the great bulk of work turned out by the 'hobbyist-writer' was 
written only by women. By 1938 she had detected a 'Let's All Go for the Women' 
warcry among male critics, and resented the tendency of men like Fairburn to see 
no poetry of merit before R.A.K. Mason's. It is clear that while Hyde regretted 
the female 'hobbyist', she did not put the better women in this group, as did 
male critics: Mansfield, Lyttleton, Mander, Scanlan, Howes, Duggan, Langley, 
Rawlinson, Bethell, Marsh, Rees, Mackay, and Escott formed a class Hyde termed 
'Serious Writers' .38 Hyde recognised that the antecedents of genuine New Zealand 
writing-as opposed to the plethora of pale British imitations-came well before 
Mason first published in 1924. Hyde avoided the distortions of Curnow, Fairburn, 
Brasch and others who, looking back.,saw only the dross, identified it as female, 
and abandoned it almost entire, thus causing serious loss of reputation to women 
mentioned earlier in this paragraph. 39 

The 1930s marked the end of the first high period of women's writing, which 
culminated in Authors' Week, 1936. It is impossible to find four male writers 
from this early period whose reputations today would surpass those of Mansfield, 
Hyde, Bethell, and Mander. Despite the economic Depression of the early thirties, 
women's writing continued to flow and to be published. The quantity was not to be 
surpassed until the 1980s, when Linda Hardy noted that' "women's writing" has 
been able, of late, to move from the margins towards the centre of our culture'. 40 

Literary magazines tried not only to publish new writing, but also to provide 
market tips on finding outlets for work. Jane Mander wrote an article on markets for 
the 1931 New Zealand Artists' s Annual. She had no difficulty in finding publishers 
in London, and had received offers for unwritten books from other publishers. New 

37Robin Hyde, 'Encouraging the Muse? Short Stories and Verse That do Not Represent The Best 
in New Zealand Craftsmanship', in The New Zealand Observer, 28 January 1937, reproduced 
in Disputed Ground: Robin Hyde, Journalist, edited by Gillian Boddy and Jacqueline Matthews 
(Wellington: Victoria University Press, 1991), pp.328-30 (p.328). 

38Hyde divides women writers into three classes: hobbyists, journalists, and serious writers, in 'The 
New ?.ealand Woman in Letters', op. cit, and discusses serious women's writing in 'New Zealand 
Authoresses', op. cit. 

39Trixie Te Arama Menzies discusses Curnow's drubbing of the Kowhai Gold 'female' tradition, and 
his failure to acknowledge the 'considerable poetic tradition already in existence' when he came 
to form his first anthology in 'Kowhai Gold-Skeleton or Scapegoat?', in Landfall 42, 1 (March 
1988), 19-26; Terry Sturm shows that New Zealand poetry displayed an 'assertion of nationality' 
before Fairburn, Curnow and Brasch, in the 1920s in 'New Zealand Poetry and the Depression', 
in Essays on New 'Zealand Literature, ed. Wystan Curnow (Auckland: Heinemann Educational 
Books Ltd, 1973), pp.16--18. 

40Linda Hardy, editorial in Landfall, 39, 4 (December 1985), p.399. 
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Zealand women might take heart, she said, from not only her success in London, but 
those of Edith Howes, Rosemary Rees, Jean Devanny, and Helen Greenstreet 41 

Noel F. Hoggard's literary magazines provided market information: there were 
Spilt Ink Oubs to bring writers together; in 1937, Hoggard named magazines and 
papers which accepted original writing: The Mirror, Tui' s Annual, and annuals 
published by the New Zealand Observer, Otago Witness, and the Weekly Press. 

In retrospect, 1932 seems to have been a miraculous year for women writers. 
When compiling a history of the New Zealand Women Writers' Society in 1982, 
an anonymous historian noted the importance of the early 1930s: the unrest of 
the Depression-work stoppages, riots, poverty-was beginning to fade, and with 
it, the idea that the country was simply 'an amputated limb of Britain'. A new 
sense of independence was fostered by a difficult economic climate which helped 
to create 'a revolution in attitudes': 

The idealistic art of Edwardian England no longer would serve as a 
model. Nor could New Zealand women who had worked to shape their 
land, accept the old female stereotypes imposed on them by middle
class male writers. All over the country, women came out from behind 
their aprons to present the truth about themselves and their role in a 
changing society.42 

In 1932, the following enterprises began, or were underway: 

• P.A. Lawlor edited the New Zealand Artists' Annual between 1926 and 1932. 
The issue for December 1932 was almost a women's issue, with contributions 
from Mander, Duggan, Mackay, Hyde, Peacocke, and fourteen other women. 

• C.A. Marris was in full flight in 1932. In 1928, he began to edit the quarterly, 
Art in New Zealand which contained literary work and annual competitions 
for stories and poems. Commenting on the 1932 short story competition, 
Marris wrote: 

... women predominate, both in numerical strength and placings. 
That phenomenon is nothing new: it is merely history repeating 
itself over a decade at least, so far as this writer is concerned. It 
was so on The Sun, Christchurch, from 1920 to 1924: the men 

41 Jane Mander, 'New Zealand Novels and the London Market', in New 'Zealand Artists' Annual, 2, 
2 (November 1931), 28. 

42Women Writers of New 'Zealand 1932-1982: Jubilee History and Writings of the New 'Zealand 
Women Writers' Society, edited by Margaret Hayward & Joy Cowley (Wellington: The Society, 
1982), p.1. 
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were outnumbered, and, more often than not. outmatched. It is a 
problem we shall have to investigate one day.43 

• Marris edited Rata: a New Zealand Annual between 1931 and 1933. It 
contained work by Duggan and Hyde. 

• In 1932 Marris began his annual collection of New Zealand Best Poems, 
which lasted until 1943. In its pages, women's writing surpassed that of 
men in quantity: during the twelve years of publication, there were 124 
appearances by women and 103 by men. The editorial work of Marris was 
too much for Denis Glover, and possibly stung by his third place in the Art in 
New Zealand poetry competition for 1933, he went on in 1937 to publish a 
vicious attack on Marris, calling him 'a chimney-sweep who'll garner from 
its cranny/ the fireside verse of any rhyming granny', and poking fun at the 
rustic type of poetry espoused by Paris/Marris and the 'girls' .44 

• 1932 The New Zealand Women Writers' Society began in Wellington. P.A. 
Lawlor presided over the first meeting of some forty-five women. Nellie 
Coad was elected first president. Serving as first vice-presidents were Isabel 
Ouett, Nelle Scanlan, Jessie Mackay, Edith Howes, Jane Mander, and Eileen 
Duggan. A motion at the first A.G.M. in 1933 to drop the 'Women' from the 
society's name was lost, as was a motion to allow men to become 'Junior 
Members'; men were permitted to attend meetings after 1944.45 The group 
was originally called the New Zealand Women Writers' and Artists' Society. 
Isobel Andrews writes that 'In the beginning our name worked against us 
in certain circles. To many individuals, mostly men, I'm sorry to say, we 
represented female groups chattering over teacups and "scribbling" when 
we felt like it'; newspaper reports of meetings tended to concentrate on 
the lavishness of cake and asparagus roll teas, and on fashions worn. 46 A 
cyclostyled magazine began in 1934, and in 1936 they published the first 
issue of The Quill (20pp.) to mark New Zealand Authors' Week. Nelle 
Scanlan was one of the Society's favoured daughters: after a successful 
career overseas as a journalist and novelist during which she was invited to 
the Coronation of 1936 and presented at Court. she was welcomed back at a 

43C.A. Marris in Art in New Zealand, 5, 18 (December 1932), p.85. 
44Denis Glover, The Arraignment of Paris (Christchurch: Caxton Press, 1937, unpaginated). 
45History of New Zealand Women Writers' Society, 1932-1982, edited by Thehna France et al 

(Wellington: The Society [1984]), p.36. 
46Women Writers of New Zealand 1932-1982 (1982), p.3. 
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large reception; she gave a talk on journalism, advocating it as a useful step 
towards serious writing. 

• In 1932, another group of women writers, the League of New Zealand 
Penwomen, began their magazine, Flight. The League began in Auckland in 
1925, founded by an American, Edna Graham Macky (mother of Willow), 
and based on the lines of American Penwomen's Oubs. Branches began in 
other centres, Edith Howes being the first president of the Dunedin branch. 47 

There were enough women writers to go round, for when Lawlor began 
P.E.N. in 1934, women joined it in numbers, and in 1936, Mander, Duggan, 
and Mona Tracy were on the executive, while general members were Mackay, 
Howes, Hyde, and Nora Coad.48 

• 1932 Noel F. Hoggard began as a literary editor, publishing much women's 
writing. He started with Spilt Ink (1932-1937), moved on to New Triad 
(1937-1942), which was replaced by Letters (1943-1946), to be superseded 
by Arena (1946-1975).49 

• In 1932, the following women had novels published in London: Molly 
Carrington, Beryl Oarke, Jean Devanny, Edith Howes, Elizabeth Lusk, 
'Elizabeth Milton', Sheila Macdonald, Isabel M. Peacocke, 'E. Thornton 
Cook', Rosemary Rees, and Nelle Scanlan. Scanlan published the first 
volume of her successful four-volume saga on colonial life, Pencarrow, 
which ran to five editions in the first year. 50 

• 1932 Jane Mander returned to New Zealand to live in Auckland, from where, 
Patrick Evans writes, she 'encouraged younger writers'.51 She published no 
more fiction, but she received the honour of a Coronation Medal in 1936, as 
did Robin Hyde.52 

• But as women's writing was at an apogee in 1932, it could hardly have 
been a coincidence that in 1932 also the first issue of Phoenix appeared in 

47 Hyacinths and Biscuits: The Diamond Jublilee Book of the Penwomen' s Club (New 'Zealand) In
corporated, 1925-1985, edited by Peggy Dunstan et al (Auckland: Ken Pounder, 1985), foreword 
by Willow Macky, unpaginated. 

48 'The P.E.N. (New Zealand Centre) First Gazette to Members', 9 August 1937. 
49Yian Tze Ang, 'A Survey of Some New Zealand Periodicals from 1926 to 1947' (unpublished 

M.A. thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 1981), pp31-36. 
50Nelle M. Scanlan, Road to Pencarrow (London: Robert Hale Ltd & New Zealand: Whitcombe & 

Tombs Ltd, 1963), p.183. 
51 Evans, Penguin History, p. 75. 
52Disputed Ground, p.64. 
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Auckland, with a further three issues until it ceased in 1933. In his Penguin 
History of New Zealand Literature, Evans devotes a chapter to 1932. While 
he comments on some of the women's literary activity going on in that year, 
he does not see the full extent of it. For him the main event was the publishing 
of Phoenix by a group of young men who arrived at university colleges about 
1930, and 'Over the next ten years this group was to seize control of much 
New Zealand writing, and to use that control to make a myth of their own 
importance ... ' (p.76). He notes: 

' ... the marginalising of women's writing that was to occur through
out the dominant years of the Phoenix generation, a separating 
of male and female literature that clearly involves the arrival of a 
new masculinism with an aggressive possessiveness towards the 
business of writing'. (p.81) 

For the first two issues edited by James Bertram, women were represented 
on the editorial committee of six by Rilda Gorrie, Jean Alison, and Rona 
Munro. Female contributions were slight: stories by Gorrie and Munro, and 
a review of Pencarrow by Gorrie. When R.A.K. Mason took over editing 
the magazine, female contribution faded. It is ironic but significant that 
Phoenix should rise among a group of men with a distinctly misogynic view 
of women's writing in the same year that women's writing was at a pinnacle; 
it is hard to avoid the conclusion, that it arose in some measure as a corrective 
response to the high profile of women's writing. 

• While Phoenix had support from the south-D' Arey Creswell, Brasch, and 
Ian Milner-men in the south quickly followed the Phoenix example by 
acquiring a printing press, establishing the Canterbury College Caxton Club 
in 1932-33, and bringing out Oriflamme (a 'Spasmodical') in April 1933. 
Glover did the printing and some writing; Milner wrote an introduction 
which suggested, 'Let's open our eyes and have a look at the way we live' .53 

Phoenix welcomed the junior enterprise by praising its 'primary virtues of 
courage, vigour, and directness', though regretting its lack of discipline 
which the university authorities noticed too, banning it after one issue.54 

During the 1930s, the more prolific women novelists were Scanlan (10 titles), 
Marsh (7), Devanny (5), Rees and Hyde (3), Lusk, Lyttleton, and Scott (2).55 Isabel 

53Ian Milner, 'The Why and Wherefore', in Oriflamme (April 1933), 1. 
54R.A.K. Mason, review of Oriflamme, in Phoenix, 2, 2 (June 1933), 55-57 (p.57). 
55James Bums, New 'Zealand Novels and Novelists 1861-1979: an.Annotated Bibliography (Auck

land: Heinemann, 1981). 
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M. Ouett (Peacocke) (1881-1973) should have been included among this group, 
being one of the most prolific, but since she wrote mainly children's books, she 
may not have been considered among 'serious' writers. The New Zealand Herald 
(2 April 1939) carried an article on Peacocke/Ouett entitled 'Forty Busy Years of 
Authorship', in which it is mentioned that 1939 was the first year for forty years 
that Mrs Ouett did not have a book appearing, because of illness, but she was 
at present working on two books. Her first book for children appeared in 1915, 
but she had already been a free-lance writer for years, with verse in the Sydney 
Bulletin, as well as stories in British and American publications, and a volume of 
verse (Songs of the Happy Isles) in 1910. She also wrote plays. In 1924, grateful 
London publishers gave her a 'swell party' at the Waldorf Hotel, and in 1925, the 
League of New Zealand Penwomen gave her a luncheon in Auckland. Not too 
many of Ouett's books reached New Zealand since they were almost always sold 
out first in England: 'Wherever they sell them itis all right byme', said the author, 
whose chronic insomnia may have contributed to her productivity-'! ... sit up in 
bed to worlc at any old hour' .56 

Heather Roberts sees a widening of styles in women's fiction during the 1930s, 
as women branched into detective,fi<;t:jon (Marsh), fantasy (Rawlinson and Hyde), 

-;\t:,.,1011"'\ 

documentary (Hyde), and historical (Hyde).57 For Joan Stevens, Hyde's worlc was 
particularly important, with her lasf novel, The Godwits Fly (1938), beginning 'to 
achieve what Robin Hyde felt her generation of writers had consciously set out 
to do, to make possible "the integration of a country from the looseness of the 
soil" '.58 It was a response to the call in Phoenix for 'the words that shall show 
us these islands and ourselves; that shall give us a home in thought' .59 James 
Bertram, in 1983, recognized that it 'is women writers who can claim the most 
original contribution to New Zealand fiction in the twenties and thirties'. 6() 

Hyde published The Conquerors and Other Poems in 1935 and Persephone 
in Winter in 1937, both in London; Bethell published Time and Place in 1936, 
and Day and Night in 1939, both with Caxton Press; Gloria Rawlinson published 
Gloria's Bookin 1934 (Auckland), The Perfume Vendor (1935], as well as a novel, 

56Newspaper clipping appears on p.17 of Thelma France (ed), History of New Zealand Women 
Writers' Society. Mrs Cluett is reputed to have given Zane Grey his first-ever cup of tea during 
a visit to N.Z.; he said he would drink it 'even if it killed him', his usual tipple being milk and 
water. Mrs Cluett published 'more than 50 books', and was a member of the Authors' Artists' and 
Playwrights' Association of London from 1925, (p.10). 

57Roberts, Where Did She Come From?, p.64. 
58Stevens (1961), p.58. 
59Bertram quoted E.K. Cook's immortal words, written 'elsewhere' in Phoenix, 1, 2 (July 1932), 23. 
60James Bertram, Dan Davin (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1983), p.5. 
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Music in the Listening Place in 1938, both in London. Eileen Duggan brought 
out Poems in London in 1937. Helen Longford began her editing career in 1931 
with her selection of poetry, Gift Book of New Zealand Verse, containing a strong 
selection of twenty-eight women poets and sixteen males. She edited the New 
Zealand Mercury between 1933-1936, and brought out another poetry anthology 
in 1937: Here are Verses (26 females, 24 males). 

By 1934, there was a strong matriarchy of women writers giving the lead to 
their more timorous sisters. As well as Mander and Mackay sending out support 
from Auckland and Christchurch, Ursula Bethell and Blanche Baughan were being 
helpful in Christchurch.61 Robin Hyde was settled in Christchurch, eking out a 
meagre living as a journalist. She described in Journalese the closest thing New 
Zealand has had to a female coterie of professional women writers, meeting in a 
restaurant near Cathedral Square to give each other support and swap publishing 
tips: Mona Tracy, Jessie Mackay, Edith Howes, and Esther Glen were members.62 

In 1934, Jessie Mackay celebrated her 70th birthday, and received a letter of appre
ciation signed by 400 well-wishers. No writer had received such a token before.63 

Jessie Mackay was granted a civil list pension by the Labour Government.64 Man
der was to have two novels, The Story of a New Zealand River and Allen Adair, and 
Scanlan two novels, Licence For Living and March Moon, dramatised for radio 
by O.N Gillespie.65 In Christchurch, Ngaio Marsh was beginning to write her 
detective fiction in 1935. All these women were exceptional-exceptional in that 
they were unmarried and middle-class. Hyde was the only woman to have a child, 
and he was usually boarded out with another family. Most of the writing women 
of New Zealand were part-timers of necessity, since they were wives and mothers 
full-time. Evans (p.84) writes of their-

... lower calling that would not interfere with domestic arrangements. 
Maurice Gee and Janet Frame were to give pathetic pictures of their 
mothers, both would-be writers in the Thirties and Forties who were 
swallowed up by the demands of their families and able only to write 
a poem here and a short story there. 

Helena Henderson (1884-1963) was amemberofthis group. Hyde (1938) lists 
her as one of a group of 'New Zealand Authoresses', who gathered round Jessie 

61 Evans, Penguin History, p.75. 
62Robin Hyde, Journalese (Auckland: National Printing Co., Ltd, 1934), pp.65-68. 
63MacLeod, A Voice on the Wind, p.122. 
64 'P.E.N. Gazette', 12 (November 1945), p.l. Jane Mander, James Cowan and William Satchell 

were also given pensions. 
65 As noted in 'New Zealand Books Today', inNew Zealand Listener, 16 September 1955, 6-7 (p.7). 
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Mackay, and 'whose verses were as gentle as they were sure'. With six children, 
a sick, usually unemployed husband, and a shop to run, her writing life was 
barely more than a 'sideline'. Asked by P.A. Lawlor to provide some biographical 
information, she wrote that she was born at Pigeon Bay on Banks Peninsula of 
Irish parentage, attended Christchurch Girls' High School on a scholarship, was a 
teacher for eight years, married in 1908, concluding: 'Can't think of anything else; 
just wrote in intervals of very busy life, bringing up family etc'.66 Her first poem 
was published in the Canterbury Times in 1904, but it was not until the 1920s that 
her writing career became steady. By 1928 her reputation was established: 'Sally 
Forth' [Mona Tracy] wrote an article about her for Aussie, called 'A Prophet
and Her Country' (January 1928): Mrs Henderson, wrote Tracy, had 'a happy 
facility for prose', but 'it is [in] the penning of delicate and graceful lyrics that 
she shines even in that rare company which includes Jessie Mackay and Eileen 
Duggan'; Henderson had recently won a lyric competition in the English Boolanan 
with 'Heaven'. Winifred Tennant described the Mackay/Henderson circle in 1933, 
commenting that Helena Henderson once won two prizes in a literary competition 
under her own name and as 'Helen Barry' .67 

Six boxes of material in the Helena Henderson archive at the Canterbury Public 
Library (MS 112) indicate 1 prolific output, putting her in a more serious category 
than 'hobbyist'. It dates from 1924, and among dozens of short pieces, the stock
in-trade of the journalist, are the manuscripts of five novels and three short plays, all 
unpublished, though Henderson had tried to find publishers; a late novel, perhaps 
of 1960, called Too Late a Spring went to Collins, Pauls Book Arcade, and Angus 
and Robertson. An archivist's note included with Henderson's papers suggests 
that-

these works, and her short stories, do show a particular talent for 
characterizations and the setting of atmosphere. They are particularly 
good in presenting a feel of the later 1920's and early I930's in a 
provincial colonial setting that was Christchurch of this time. 

A notebook in the archive reveals that in 1925, Henderson earned £27.8.0 
from prizes and the sale of forty-four poems, stories, and short paragraphs, a 
tally many present-day writers would be hard-pressed to match. It is significant 
that Henderson was published widely abroad, as well as in New Zealand: The 
Sun (Christchurch), Month (Auckland), Sydney Bulletin, Exporter, Aussie, Triad, 

66P.A. Lawlor archive, Hocken Library: 83-4278/1. 
67Winifred Tennant, 'Daughters of the Pen: Sidelights on N2. Women Writers', in The New Zealand 

Observer, 6 July 1933, 14. 
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New Nation, The Month, New Zealand Times, Atlantic Monthly, London Bookman, 
Auckland Sun, Otago Witness, New Zealand Magazine, Tomorrow, The Mirror, 
Zealandia, Extension (USA), Commonweal (USA), and The New Zealand Listener. 
From this it may be inferred that if poetry standards were felt by the Phoenix men 
to be low in New Zealand as a result of Henderson-type lyric verse, then those 
low standards must have been duplicated in England, America, and Australia, 
for as well as editors overseas printing much occasional verse from Henderson 
and her ilk, British publishers also were prepared to gamble with slim volumes 
from Duggan, Hyde, Langley, Mackay, Baughan, Mansfield, and Bethell. In 1940 
Henderson won first-equal prize in the Centennial poetry competition with 'Earth
Lovers' (See Appendix A); in the 1940s her lyrics were used in verse-speaking 

-- competitions, some were set to music, and she addressed the Catholic Women's 
League ( Christchurch) on 'How Poems are Made: a New Zealand Poet on her Craft' 
(printed in The New Zealand Tablet, 22 April 1942). During her talk Henderson 
revealed that she considered her gift came from God, and had been intensified by 
her luck in having Irish Catholic parents (strong faith, and the strengths of the Irish 
language and flair for literature to draw on), and in being raised in the tranquility of 
Pigeon Bay. Her craft she likened to Wordsworth's, namely, portraying emotion 
recollected in tranquility; she owned to being rather 'emotional', as are all poets. 

Henderson's work was regularly included in anthologies: there was a story in 
Gillespie's first collection of fiction (1930), and poems in New Zealand Artists' 
Annual (1929, 1931), New Zealand Best Poems (1932, '37, '38, '39, '40, '42, '43), 
Kowhai Gold (five poems), Lyric Poems of New Zealand (1942) with four poems, 
Lady Newall Lncluded her in her Gift Book (1943), and Henderson featured in the 
Catholic anthology, Witness to the Stars (Sydney) in 1946. But the most interesting 
inclusion of Henderson is that made by A.RD. Fairburn: he was asked to edit a 
selection of New Zealand poetry for the Spring 1948 Commonwealth issue of the 
Vermont quarterly, Voices (no.133). In an introduction, Fairburn regretted that 
many women poets still keep a photograph of Rupert Brooke on their dressing
tables, and while the verse selected continues to exhibit 'some romantic colour', 
the best 'show[s] a trend towards a greater maturity of feeling and expression than 
we have been accustomed to in New Zealand'. Fairburn included two Henderson 
poems: 'High Noon', and 'On Calvary'. (See Appe~dix A) However, Henderson 
may have felt herself marginal to trends in 'modem' poetry: in 1936, a poem 
called 'Without Malice' was printed in Tomorrow (See Appendix B). It satirized 
the modem 'he-man stuff', the 'free verse' which 'is fatally easy to write. / All 
that is necessary is that you be very young / And very ardent, / And that you 
burn with passionate conviction / That the wrongs of the world can be righted / 
And you are the one to do it ... '. 'In' are abattoirs, sewers, latrines; 'Out' are 
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Jessie Mackay ballads, Eileen Duggan bird-songs, Helena Henderson lyricisms, 
and Nellie Macleod tree-poems: 'These people are perhaps not as young as they 
used to be, / And anyway they're only women'. The poem is by 'Alien'. A copy 
of the poem in Tomorrow is among the Henderson papers; 'Alien' was a frequent 
Henderson pseudonym. It was a disservice to Henderson to classify her solely as 
a writer of gentle nature and religious poetry. Indeed, she wrote political poems of 
the type which were to become popular with Fairburn and Glover, attacking rich 
capitalists for their insensitivity to the poor, as in this verse from 'The Charwoman': 

6am. 
These city magnates! Out of the dirt I make 
Order and sweetness for my living's sake, 
And they, milords, they neither know nor care 
Who lets the sweetness in, nor the clean air. 

Henderson was angry about war and loss of life: in a bitter poem called 'Returned 
Soldier', she regrets that a pacifist was forced to war, and now 'Back from the 
haggard gates of hell', he is rewarded by his government with 'A neat and tidy 
bungalow', in 'a tidy street', where-

He polishes the taps; he rakes 
The midget lawn, he wields a spade, 
He dusts the window ledges, makes 
Bird-cages, baskets, super-grade. 

While never losing her Cadmlic faith as did her daughter, Henderson shows a 
similar black view of life, but it is lightened by her reverence for nature, as in the 
short verse, 'The Blind Lane': 

All my life I've walked a blind lane 
That led not out to any sunset hill; 
But oh! the scent of hedges in the rain, 
The song of thrushes when the winds were still! 

And in 'The Last Poem', she expresses a blackness relieved by her faith in God: 

The indestructible I 
Still lives-through 

sorrow, bank
ruptcy of hope 
unfathomable 
depths of despair 
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I have reached 
The upper air. 
They cannot 
follow me there. 68 

Surviving is a matter of caging herself against harrassment and enslavement by 
those who would come between her and God-'He who has sustained/ And set 
me free'. 

Helena Henderson reached the limits of the Georgian tradition in New Zealand, 
and if she wrote 'Without Malice', then she felt alienated from current poetic 
developments, and had no desire to adapt. Her stream became a backwater. There 
is some irony in comparing the careers of mother and daughter. Helena's reached 
a limit; Ruth's did not, yet Helena matured as a writer in a time propitious to 
women's writing, securing a modest place for herself in the hierarchy of women 
writers (and an obituary in The Press on her death), but she produced work now 
seen as less valuable than that of Ruth who matured in a time largely antagonistic to 
women's writing and who had a much shorter life-span. Helena clearly recognized 
the problem of marginalization she faced in 1936, at the age of 52, and although 
she lived for another 27 years, she failed to adapt. Ruth recognized that her career 
was at a crisis point in the early 1960s as poetry underwent a major change of 
direction in response to American influences; she was in her early 50s. Unlike her 
mother, there is evidence that she would have taken fresh inspiration from the best 
of the new and gone on to a second career (to be discussed in Chapter Seven), but 
she died only five years after her mother. 

The Sun (Christchurch), before it was absorbed into The Star Sun in 1935, was 
a vehicle for publishing New Zealand writing. Perhaps seeking a secure place for 
himself in the firmament of New Zealand's evolving literature, C.A. Marris wrote 
a piece for the New Zealand Authors' Week booklet (1936) in which he claimed 
that the 'Young Generation' of writers working in 1936 received their impetus and 
encouragement from The Sun when it recognized its responsibility to local writers, 
and opened its columns soon after the First War to creative writing. A footnote 
from the editor explains that the 'champion' of these young writers was Mr Marris 
himself as literary editor. 69 According to Marris, the newspaper drew contributions 
from all over the country. In 1934, Lawlor wrote: 'The poets, short story writers 

68 'The Charwoman', 'Returned Soldier', and 'The Last Poem', are contained in 'Our Sister, Water', 
a typescript of poems by Helena Henderson collected by Ruth France, in the possession of Heather 
Murray. 

69C.A. Marris, 'Our Younger Generation of Writers', in Annals of New Zealand Literature (Wel
lington: the Committee, 1936), pp.18-19 (p.18). 
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and essayists the Sun has discovered and helped over the last two decades represent 
nearly every New Zealand writer who has achieved any distinction in his profession 
during that period' .70 Among the people given opportunity by the paper were Eileen 
Duggan, Robin Hyde, J.C. Beaglehole, John A. Lee, and Ngaio Marsh, as well as 
some of the newer and angrier young men of Auckland and Phoenix: Fairburn, 
John Mulgan, and D' Arey Cresswell. If there was a resurgence of poetry in the 
1920s, (as indicated by Trixie Menzies and Terry Sturm) then The Star and its 
'old' -style editor, Marris must take some credit Curnow was prepared to concede 
that although printing much 'bad work', Marris 'made and kept an audience of a 
sort for a few of the better writers: Robin Hyde, Eileen Duggan, and J.R. Hervey, 
among others'.71 

As well as literary pages, some of the larger daily papers carried children's 
pages, whichJwrote Hyde, were 'one of the most creditable features of journal
ism iin [sic] this country'.72 They were run by women editors, such as Esther 
Glen, Winifred Tennant, Nellie Coad, and Alison Grant. In the mid 1920s, Ruth 
Henderson was drawn into The Sun circle led by Esther Glen. Glen did much to 
foster a climate in Christchurch in which children's writing was encouraged, and 
a future career in writing made possible. She formed a children's club called 'The 
Sunbeams', an offshoot of which was a 'Book Lovers' Circle'. It met on Saturday 
afternoons in the Lady Editor's office. Ruth went along with her sister Margaret, 
and both earned their badges-a rising sun on a gold bar. Patricia Tobin was a 
member of the group at this time and remembers meeting the Henderson girls: she 
affirms that the club gave great stimulation to writing and it was an exciting time.73 

Esther Glen organised visits by well-known writers; another member, Dorothy Neal 
White, remembers visits from Jessie Mackay, Mona Tracy, and H.C.D. Somerset. 
Most of the Book Lovers went on to become writers: 'Writing was something that 
everyone did'.74 In 1926, Ruth Henderson, aged 13, won first prize for her short 
stories, the same year that her mother won the Christmas short story prize.75 

The culmination of this first phase of women's writing in New Zealand was 
in Authors' Week, celebrated in the main centres during April and May, 1936. In 
retrospect it may be seen also as the last gasp of this era of women's writing, as the 

70Lawlor, Confessions, p.154. 
71 Allen Curnow, Introduction to The PenguinB ook of New 'Zealand Verse (Harmondsworth: Penguin 

Books, 1960), p.48. 
72Hyde, 'The New Zealand Working Woman in Letters', 4-5. 
73Patricia Tobin Goldstone, personal communication to Heather Murray, 1989. 
74Dorothy Neal White Ballantye, personal communication to Heather Murray, 1989. 
75Elsie Locke records the activities of 'Sunbeams' in her The Kauri and the Willow (Wellington: 

P.D. Hasselberg, 1984), pp.171-4. 
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bright young men of the Phoenix group were beginning to make their mark. But for 
the moment, women were accorded appropriate representation as speakers and as 
subjects of discussion. In Auckland, Jane Mander, Robin Hyde, Mrs Carr Rollett, 
Isabel Cluett, and Elsie K. Morton spoke at public meetings. In Wellington, Eileen 
Duggan gave a paper on 'The Elements of Song in New Zealand Literature'. In 
Dunedin, the two newspapers carried photos of New Zealand writers each day of the 
week; women writers pictured were Scanlan, Edith Howes, Mansfield, WJ.lkinson, 
Lyttleton, Devanny, Mackay, Nora Coad, Marna Service, and Sheila Macdonald. 
Muriel May spoke on radio. Women's drama was represented by two one-act plays 
performed by repertory groups. Edith Howes was chief guest for the week, and 
she was entertained at numerous receptions: her three-act play Rose Lane, which 
had won a British Drama League prize in London, was performed for three nights 
to great acclaim. It was set in the Otago goldfields and featured strong roles for 
women characters. The New Zealand Authors' Week 19 36 booklet contains articles 
on various aspects of writing, with the contribution of women well acknowledged; 
poems by Duggan, Mackay, Hyde, and Eve Langley are featured. Ruth Parle won 
a short story competition conducted by New Zealand Junior to marlc Authors' 
Week.76 

Two acute observers of New Zealand writing noted during Authors' Week in 
Dunedin that a change in direction was coming. The editor of the Evening Star, 
W.F. Alexander, said that the three books every New Zealand home should have 
were Satchell 's Greenstone Door, Mansfield's Stories, and M. Escort's Showdown. 
Showdown was published only that year, yet Alexander recognised in the 'some
times brutal and unpleasant' style and subject-matter, a significant development 
and pointer to the future. Also, he drew the attention of guests at the official 
opening of Dunedin Authors' Week to the 'new' men who were writing in 'modern 
styles', such as Curnow and Mason.77 R.G.C. McNab gave an address in which he 
spoke of the importance of Phoenix: the Otago Daily Times reported (4 May 1936, 
p.2) that Phoenix was 'literally an astounding thing the writers showing a mastery 
of strange forms of verse and prose and also of sociological problems which their 
predecessors seldom bothered about'. It was these 'new' men who determined 
how writing in New Zealand proceeded for the next thirty years, and ended the first 
flowering of women's writing. 

76 As noted in 'New Zealand Books Today', inNew 'Zealand Listener, 16 September 1955, 6-7 (p.6). 
77 Otago Daily Times (28 April 1936), p.4. 
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The Phoenix Men in Charge: a Changing Literary Climate 
,_ 

By_19~21J~M.,~Smith_j~46) was able to write with justification: 'Women have 
played a large part in the development of New Zealand fiction and have left a very 
definite mark upon it'. In poetry, women such as Mackay, Duggan, Bethell, and 
Hyde had written some of the best. Phoenix signalled the arrival of a new group 
of writers: Bertram, Brasch, Curnow, Mason, and to a lesser extent, Cresswell, 
Milner, Bennett, and Blackwood Paul. Fairburn read the first issue in England, 
and later contributed a letter; Glover visited the printing press and was converted 
to the idea of printing. As mentioned in Chapter One, part of their task was 'the 
communication of definite standards of taste', and 'the redeeming of the times', 
whether the public liked it or not.78 As poets, their concern was chiefly with the 
state of poetry. 

Most of pre-1932 writing was not to their taste, as Fairburn indicated at an 
Authors' Week gathering in Auckland. He wrote in letters to Glover: 'I nearly 
wrecked the evening, by the way. I slammed the Yellow Book N.Z. school of 
poetry'; and he reported that 0.N. Gillespie had spoken on the 'Menstrual School 
of Poets'.79 For Fairburn, the present awfulness of New Zealand poetry was 
epitomised by Kowhai Gold, a publication in which he had six poems, and Mason 
two. Whereas Fairburn saw the error of his youthful extravagance and refonned 
himself ('Tonight I have taken all that I was/ and strangled him that pale lily-white 
lad ... '), most poets continued in the old, tired, modes derived from England, 
instead of finding modes suited to New Zealand. According to Hyde who reported 
on Authors' Week, Fairburn dismissed all New Zealand poetry save that of Mason. 80 

In seeking evidence to vindicate the changes they wanted in poetry, the Phoenix 
men were too quick to lump together the early poetry and classify it all as rubbish, 
and as Keith Sinclair points out, they failed to see that they themselves had roots in 
the earlier, pre-Mason period: 'The writers of the 1930s were strangely unaware 
that they had any precursors'. 81 

The first issue of Phoenix stressed that Kowhai Gold and all it represented was 
the enemy. To Cresswell it was a symptom of New Zealand's youth, mercifully 
now passing into maturity with the arrival of Phoenix: 'Our dawning manhood 
demands such a paper among us', said Cresswell, being more literally prophetic 

78Phoenix, 1, 1 (March 1932), editorial by Bertram, unpaginated. 
19The Letters of A.RD. Fairburn, edited by Lauris Edmond (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 

1981): letters of 6 May & 23 June 1936, pp.100, 105-6. 
80Robin Hyde, 'Poetry in Auckland', 30-31. 
81 Keith Sinclair, A Destiny Apart: New Zealand's Search for a National Identity (Wellington: Allen 

& Unwin / Port Nicholson Press, 1986), p.246. 
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than he intended. 82 Bertram made an attack on 'the easy mediocrity which charac
terises such popular collections as Kowhai Gold' in his review of student literary 
magazines. In the third issue, edited by Mason, J .A. W. Bennett reviewed a volume 
from the enemy camp, New Zealand Best Poems, 1932: 'New Zealand verse is still 
weakly derivative. In theme and phrase it is too reminiscent of the earlier volumes 
of "Georgian Poetry" '. 83 

· '+o !'Lew kc/avV Bertram, Milner, Bennett, and Brasch went overseas, Milner and Bennett not 
, , to return,,t.o work. Blackwood Paul became a bookshop proprietor and publisher of 

New Zealand writing. As an academic Bertram moved beyond his early reviews in 
Phoenix to write critical articles on New Zealand literature, one on Mulgan in 1940, 
and others on Sargeson, Alley, Baxter and Brasch in the late 'forties, with his most 
prolific period in the 1950s and 1960s. Of those remaining, Curnow, Glover, and 
Fairburn carried on the revolution, until Glover went overseas to serve in the Second 
World War. Curnow began reviewing and critical essays: he reviewed Fairburn in 
1938 and Mason in 1941. Two years before his first anthology, he attacked 'the 
peddlers of Kowhai Gold' in an essay called 'Aspects of New Zealand Poetry'. 

Writing in New Zealand until the Phoenix men became a force, had been 
diffuse: writers usually worked part-time, and there were few coteries or literary 
movements. No doubt all assumed they were New Zealand writers writing New 
Zealand works, since New Zealand was where they engaged in their craft; many 
would have been surprised to hear that the 'thirties and 'forties men questioned 
their commitment to New Zealand. The new men felt they needed to stop the 
diffuseness, to redefine priorities of place and response to place, and to collect 
toget.her a body of work, recognisable as New Zealand in style and subject-matter. 
John Geraets describes writers of the 1930s and 1940s as trying to 'postulate an 
organic underlying unity in disparate experience'. 84 

In compiling a new limited body or canon of work, the new men were limiting 
also the potential of poetry to convey multiple voices. Literary critics----of whom the 
poets themselves contributed a good number-have mostly been preoccupied with 
achieving a unified canon well into the 1980s, considering it of prime importance 
to show who fits in and who does not, often assuming tortuous poses to do so, 
and to ensure that the body holds together. Each generation throws up guardians 
to protect the canon from anarchists who would destroy it, while explorers or 
adventurers work at the edges, loosening worn parts, renewing the main body, 

82D' Arey Cresswell, 'Culture and Puberty', in Phoenix, 1, 1, (March 1932), unpaginated. 
83J.A.W. Bennett, review of New Zealand Best Poems (1932), in Phoenix, 2, 1 (March 1933), 50-51 

(p.50). 
84John Geraets, 'Landfall Under Brasch: The Humanizing Journey' (unpublished Ph.D thesis, 

University of Auckland, 1982), p.44. 
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usually to incorporate themselves. The role of guardian of the canon has been 
contested fiercely. The rest ofthis chapter discusses how the Phoenix men worked 
themselves into, and consolidated their position as formers and guardians of the 
canon. Using centripetal force, the new men created an orthodoxy which had not 
existed before, and which had little room for women's poetry. 

The first step was to dissociate themselves from most of what passed as poetry 
before, and to eschew existing publishing outlets such as those controlled by C.A. 
Marris because they were tainted by Kowhai Gold. This led to the myth that nothing 
existed pre-Phoenix. It removed 'false' modes of writing, but also elevated their 
own importance as initiators of the New Zealand voice. Brasch's opinion that 
Phoenix announced New Zealand literature had begun, was noted earlier in this 
chapter; in future, he wrote, 'Literature would ... grow out of the life of the country; 
it would not be a merely literary decoration hung out for brief display on the top 
of a tree, in Kowhai Gold fashion'. 85 

Dissociation, and faith in their own superiority, engendered a feeling that they 
were fighting the philistines. Brasch wrote that the group took inspiration from the 
work in England of D.H. Lawrence, J. Middleton Murry, and T.S. Eliot.86 Brasch 
does not make the point, but it is obvious, that these three also felt themselves 
outside the tradition of English writing, Eliot because he was an American, and 
Lawrence and Murry because they were outside the comfortable middle-class to 
which most British writers belonged. Peter Simpson describes the self-imposed 
aloofness of the 1930s and 1940s intelligentsia as being a double separation: as 
an elite, they cut themselves off from fellow countrymen, and also, in order to 
examine and create a truly New Zealand Culture, they cut themselves off from the 
mother culture of England. This led, says Simpson, to a 'brooding and solitary 
melancholy'.87 Some considered themselves to be the 'Chosen Ones', with a 
reforming mission. Fairburn saw himself as part of a movement: in a (1930) letter 
to Mason he mentioned that Douglass Glass was lecturing in Holland on English 
literature, 'with special reference to the N.Z. movement, i.e .... Cresswell, Mason, 
Fairburn, and· de M[ontalk]'.88 W.S. Broughton sees 'a strident, if egotistical, 
nationalism in the references to the "New Zealand School" which is the antithesis 
of the forelock-pulling obeisance to current English practice and opinion reflected 
in Alexander and Currie twenty years before' .89 The severance from England 

85Charles Brasch, Indirections, pp.185, 186. 
86lbid., pp.186-7. 
87Peter Simpson, 'From Colonial to Provincial', 14. 
88Fairburn, Letters, pp.30, 31. These letters show that the idea for a reforming 'Movement' had 

come well before Phoenix. 
89W.S. Broughton, 'Problems and Responses of Three New Zealand Poets in the 1920s', in Essays 
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was not complete, however, and most lived as reluctant exiles, never at home 
completely in either culture. 

Fairburn, with his witty pen, forceful personality, and his need to earn money 
from journalism, was a noisy and regular preacher of Phoenix philosophies. He 
wrote on literature and culture in New Zealand Listener, Here & Now, The Artists' 
Annual, Kiwi, Landfall, Mate, Tomorrow and Year Book of the Arts. He had no 
time for women's writing: 'The literature of women is simply an inferior graft on 
the literature of men', though he had to 'thank the gods for giving us at least one 
writer of genius [Mansfield], even if she was a woman'.90 He challenged Brasch's 
high opinion of Ursula Bethell given in the first issue of Landfall: Fairburn thought 
that in her best work, Bethell-

was doing something other than write poetry. When you describe her 
as 'the profoundest intellectual influence of her time in New Zealand' 
I think you go a bit too far. Her particular sort of pantheism has little 
originality-and on the whole she lacks the passion and tension that 
can tum mysticism into poetry .... 

Fairburn wondered where her influence could be seen. 91 

With the end of Phoenix in 1933, 'Most of the youngt<Phoenicians''jumped 
aboard' Tomorrow, a political journal with literary leanings which began in Christ
church in 1934.92 Sargeson published his new style of short stories, as well as 
articles, and parodies of other writers, such as Joyce West, Hyde, Alan Mulgan, 
John Guthrie, and Hector Bolitho. The Phoenix poets published regularly. Glover 
was the first to exploit the possiblities of printing with his Caxton Club Press, later 
to become the commercial Caxton Press, which, according to Evans (p.88), 'cre
ated modern New Zealand literature' by publishing small books which would not 
have found a publisher elsewhere. In 1934, Milner and Glover edited New Poems; 
in 1936, Verse Alive I, and in 1937, Verse Alive II, as well as A Caxton Miscellany; 
many of these poems were published first in Tomorrow. In 1941, there was the be
ginning of a literary journal called Book, and Recent Poems. The poets frequently 
represented in these collections were Fairburn, Curnow, Glover, and Mason, with 
Hyde included twice. Caxton first published Curnow: Three Poems (1935), Ene
mies, Poems 1934-36 (1937), Not in Narrow Seas (1939), Island and Time (1941), 

on New 'Zealand Literature, edited by Wystan Curnow (Auckland: Heinemann Educational Books, 
Ltd, 1973), pp.1-15 (p.5). 

90 A.R.D. Fairburn, 'Katherine Mansfield', in New 'Zealand Artists' Annual, 1, 3 (October 1928), 
pp.69, 71. 

91 Fairbmn, Letters, p.157: letter of 8 April 1947. 
92Evans, Penguin History, p.86. 
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and Jack Without Magic (1946).93 Caxton also published Ursula Bethell's Time 
and Place (1936), Day and Night (1939), and Collected Poems (1950); Mason's 
End of Day (1936), Squire Speaks (1938), and This Dark Will Lighten, Selected 
Poems 1923-41 (1941); Fairburn's Dominion (1938), Poems 1929-41 (1943), The 
Rakehelly Man (1946); and Brasch's The Land and the People and Other Poems 
(1939), Disputed Ground, Poems 1939-45 (1948). Caxton were early publishers 
of Sargeson (1940) and Holcroft (1940). Glover could not resist using his press for 
mischief-Poetry Harbinger, a series of parodies of local poets, and his own The 
Arraignment of Paris; which provoked Marris into a threat to sue.94 The Caxton 
Poets series began in 1948 and published Curnow, Baxter, Brasch, as well as four 
Canterbury poets. 

All these Caxton products were small runs of books with a limited audience; 
many came out during the war when attention was focused elsewhere, and their 
place in the literary revolution was small. But the eventual contribution of the 
Caxton Press was enormous; not only did the professional standard of the product 
inspire confidence in the reading public, but having a press at their disposal
captive editors, so to speak-allowed Caxton writers to move in directions they 
wanted to go. As Glover wrote in an 'epitaph' for Caxton: 

They say the Spider and the Cockroach keep 
The cellar now. But Caxton broke our sleep 
Of Sixty years-he stirred our blood to take 
Into the unknown darkness one bold leap. 95 

When Caxton and Curnow combined, the full potential of the Press was realised. 
Curnow had not gone to the war and was able to establish his own poetry and 
formative criticism. In 1935, Caxton Oub Press printed 150 copies of Cumow's 
booklet, Poetry and Language, aimed at shapers of public taste, namely 'professors 
of English, graduates, editors of newspaper literary columns and their satellites'; 
Curnow argued for a weeding out of' dead' poetic language, and the use of present
day conversational English.% Curnow reviewed Fairbum's Dominion at length in 
Tomorrow (1938), wrote an essay on Mason for Book 2 (1941) which carried the 
seminal sentence disclaiming that New Zealand was a place for poets to write 
about, rather that New Zealand is a place where poets may happen to live and 

93 An Anthology of Twentieth Century New Zealand Poetry, edited by Vmcent O'Sullivan (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1970), p.332. 

94See Fairburn, Letters, pp.112-113. Edmond notes that Robin Hyde persuaded Marris not to sue. 
95 'Caxton Club's Epitaph', by Denis Glover, quoted in a letter by Ian Milner to Islands, 4,4 (Sununer 

1975), 473,475 (p.475). 
96 Allen Curnow, Poetry and Language (1935), reproduced in Look Back Harder, pp.1-5 (pp.5, 2). 
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work, an article in Meanjin (1943) demoting pre-1930s poetry, elevating Mason 
and Fairburn. Especially important was his anthology of poetry A Book of New 
Zealand Verse J923-4tpublished by Caxton in 1945, and containing his influential 
introduction. By choosing 1923 as a starting point, Curnow said that New Zealand 
poetry started then, when R.A.K. Mason published In the Manner of Men; only in 
the last fifteen years, said Curnow, had poetry begun to be a 'real expression of what 
the New Zealander is and a part of what he may become', by presenting certain 
significant themes and attitudes, by returning 'to the theme of land and people' to 
make 'a home for the imagination'. For the earlier poetry, his intention had been 
'to cut our losses'.97 Later, Curnow said his task had been to 'dispose finally of 
the fifty-six poets of Kowhai Gold and the seventy-odd poets of the Treasury of 
New Zealand Poetry-or most of them'.98 Curnow found room for Bethell and 
Hyde; nearly all the new men approved of Bethell, and Hyde won grudging praise, 
even from Glover who separated her from the 'awful girls': 'among them, though, 
there's one who's fairly good,/ a desolate star, a Robin Hood'. In 1951, Curnow 
enlarged the collection by extending the period to 1950 and adding seven more 
poets, including Ruth Dallas. 

Curnow's anthologies became immediately influential and controversial be
cause they exceeded in scope those preceding them. They established a body of 
work when no other anthologies were available. Ruth Dallas notes in her autobi
ography that 'New Zealand poetry was very difficult to find before 1945' and the 
anthology seemed like a saltbush sprung from a desert.99 The long introductions 
did much to change how poetry was viewed in New Zealand. Curnow presumed 
to speak definitively for the nation: he used the words 'New Zealand' or 'New 
Zealander' one hundred and seventeen times. The omission of early poetry and the 
vigorous and authoritative defence of the new men ensured that the books became 
controversial and widely read (Curnow claims the Penguin Book of New Zealand 
Verse sold 40,000 copies100). Curnow's authoritarian stance and his willingness to 
engage in public debate to defend his work were hard to ignore. When Curnow 
brought out his third anthology in 1960 for the world-wide publisher, Penguin, Ge
offrey Webster wrote: 'Mr Curnow is authoritarian. He does not merely rumble; 
he thunders. . . . nowhere in his brilliant essay-for such it is-does it occur to 

97 Allen Curnow, introduction to A Book of New 'Zealand Verse, 1923-45 (Christchurch: The Caxton 
Press, 1945), pp.13-55 (pp.18, 15). 

98MacDonald P. Jackson, 'Conversation With Allen Curnow', in Islands, 2, 2 (W"mter 1973), 142-
162 (p.149). 

99Ruth Dallas, Curved Horizon: an Autobiography, (Dunedin: University of Otago Press, 1991), 
p.104. 

100Jack:son, 'Conversation with Allen Curnow', p.155. 
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him that he could be wrong. He not only knows what's what but knows that he 
knows'.101 

Bertram saw the first anthology as 'the clearest of omens' .102 Brasch believed 
the anthology 'announced that New Zealand literature had begun', forgetting he 
had said that already about Phoenix. He continued: 

In its combination of incisiveness, economy and generosity the an
thology marked an epoch. Like a hard frost, it killed off weeds, and 
promoted sound growth; it set a standard not for poetry alone but for 
all the arts .... 

Since it came at the end of the war, the anthology was timely, fitting the mood 
among literary men for a new start: Brasch wrote that it reached him in England 
and 'offered a splendid starting point for a literary journal'.103 Brasch returned to 
New Zealand, and in 1947, began his long editorial task of shaping the emergent 
literature via Landfall. Keith Sinclair believes the publishing of the anthology 
and the beginning of Landfall suggested 'that New Zealand had a new literary 
Establishment, Curnow and Brasch, to replace the "Marris, Mulgan, Schroder" 
once denounced by Glover' in The Arraignment of Paris. Sinclair calls them 'the 
new literary dictators and reputation makers or breakers' .104 

Curnow understood the importance of his work in forming the new canon. In 
1968, he gave a paper called 'Distraction and Definition: Centripetal Directions in 
New Zealand Poetry'. The use of 'centripetal' is significant: it shows he understood 
his task was to eliminate previous centrifugal forces which led to diffuse verse, and 
to draw into the centre such verse as could be extracted from the past, to augment 
the best recent verse which conformed to his 'land and people' themes: 

... in my own editing and criticism I have dated the birth of poetry 
in New Zealand ... no earlier than the nineteen twenties, and the 
appearance of good poems in any significant number no earlier than 
the thirties. I think it is the correct view, and I am aware that my 
writings (though not mine alone, by any means) have had a good deal 
to do with getting it established.105 

101Geoffrey Webster, review of Penguin Book of New 'Zealand Verse, in The Star (Auckland), 3 
December 1960. 

102James Bertram, Charles Brasch (Wellington: Oxford University Press, 1976), p.32. 
103Brasch, Indirections, p.391. 
104Keith Sinclair, 'New Zealand Literary History', in New 'Zealand Journal of History, 12, 1 (April 

1978), 69-74 (p.72). 
105 Allen Curnow, 'Distraction and Definition: Centripetal Directions in New Zealand Poetry', in 
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Only poems on themes approved by Curnow were acceptable. At one blow, 
vast areas of New Zealand poetry became 'weeds' killed off by Curnow's frost. 
With Bethell and Hyde as the sole female survivors, women's poetry was not now 
measuring up to the new men's criteria. The bulk of the book was made up by 
Cresswell (21 poems), Mason (18), Curnow (13), Fairburn and Brasch (11), and 
Glover (10). The 1951 edition increased Fairbum's and Glover's number by four 
each, and Brasch's and Curnow's by one. 

As well as resentment engendered by Curnow's cavalier attitude to pre-1920s 
poetry, critics were upset by his apparent contortions to make selections fit his pat
tern. A.W. Stockwell, reviewing the Penguin Book, implied that Curnow selected 
his poets to fit a theory, rather than shaped his theory to fit the poets-Curnow had 
written in his 1945 introduction that 'the poet does not have to be "worked into" 
any pattern; he is in it; his presence there modifies it; and criticism must work from 
within the text'-thus ignoring his own precept Stockwell claimed Curnow in
cluded early 'bad' verse 'to illustrate a theory', namely that poetry proper emerged 
only in the thirties: Curnow indulged in 'some very forced and unacceptable in
terpretations of particular poems, notably those of R.A.K. Mason'.106 Ian Reid 
was later to criticize 'the pre-eminent part played by Dr Curnow in defining and 
determining the shape of our poetry', and his contortions trying to make the interna
tional and universal poet, Charles Spear, fit in as a poet who reflected the 'peculiar 
pressures' arising from living in New Zealand. To Reid, Curnow's answer that 
Spear's poems 'mime the questions they do not ask', 'smacks of sophistry'; and 
his attempt to find the New Zealander in Mason's poetry was not convincing.107 

Through the anthologizing work of Curnow, the editorial work of Brasch, and 
the trail-blazing printing of the Caxton Press, the Phoenix philosophy of literature 
became the currency, so that Cherry Hankin could write in 1978: 'Now New Zea
land literature, it seems to me, as well as much New Zealand literary criticism, has 
been dominated by the achievements of these writers of the thirties' .108 Geraets 
sees the 1945 introduction in particular becoming 'identified as the point of orien
tation for the entire practices concerning poetry for decades to follow' .109 Curnow 

Look Back Harder: Critical Writings 1935-1984 edited by Peter Simpson (Auckland: Auckland 
University Press, 1987), pp.213-229 (p.214). 

106 A.W. Stockwell, review of Penguin Book of New 'Zealand Verse, in Landfall, 15, 2 (June 1961), 
173-177 (pp.174, 175, 177). 

107Ian Reid, 'Curnow and the Penguins', in Comment, 8, 2 (April 1967), 31-33 (p.31). 
108Cherry Hankin, 'Realism, Nationalism and the Double Scale of Values in the Criticism of New 

Zealand Fiction', in Landfall 32, 4 (December 1978), 293-303 (p.295). 

l(ll)John Geraets, 'The New Anthology-Initiating an Archaeology', AND 1 (1983), 66-73 (pp.71-
72). 

38 



.I. 

J 

.. -!> 

was supported by the essays of M.H. Holcroft, and the critical writings of E.H. 
McConnick. Although older than the Phoenix men, Holcroft was another from the 
Caxton stable. His essays gave philosophical support to Cumow's introductions, 
and from 1949, he exerted influence as editor of the New Zealand Listener. Hol
croft believed writing should 'exemplify an evolution of attitude which is part of 
the country's natural development', and that man's response to the landscape was 
the proper subject-matter for New Zealand writers; to find a home in this land, we 
must go back to our origins: 

The artist's function is to make the people see more clearly, to make 
them feel more strongly and honestly, to give them glimpses-perhaps 
only brief and indistinct; yet emotionally potent--0f the larger world 
of continuing experience which surrounds and feeds their national 
activities. And so it is necessary for the artist to go back through time 
to the sources of communal experience.110 

Along with E.M. Smith, McConnick wrote the first sustained pieces of literary 
criticism in New Zealand. He also believed that New Zealand writing truly began 
in the 1930s: 

In a few agitated years a handful of men and women produced a body 
of work which, in an intimate and organic sense, belonged to the 
country as none of its previous writings had done. They created the 
nucleus of a literature where there had existed before only isolated 
achievement.111 

H. Winston Rhodes thought the work of Mc Connick, Curnow, and Holcroft was 
'dangerous to the development of New Zealand's literary criticism', because it 
sought to define too closely methods of writing, and the emphasis on a narrow 
search for writing which reflected national characteristics was wrong. Rhodes 
found Cumow's commentary in the first anthology confining itself 'rather nar
rowly to particular tendencies which in his own verse he turns into unalterable 
truths. . . . the poetic attitudes of New Zealanders are over-simplified, and fairly 
precise limits are set to the problems of the poetic imagination of this country'.112 

For Rhodes, emphasizing works which portrayed 'New Zealand '-for instance, in 

110M.H. Holcroft, The Waiting Hills (Wellington: Progressive Publishing Soc., 1943), pp.67, 62. 

m E.H. McCormick, New 'Zealand Literature: a Survey (London: Oxford University Press, 1959), 
p.108. 

112H.W. Rhodes, 'Writers & Writing in New Zealand: A Series of Studies', in New Zealand Libraries, 
10, 6 (July 1947): 123-28 (p.127). 
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anthologies-was taking critical criteria away from proper literary considerations, 
and directing them towards social and historical foci. By choosing stories which 
Dan Davin claimed were ' ... at least tethered to a time and place that is recogniz
ably New Zealand ... ', Davin erred in making his selection for New Zealand Short 
Stories (Oxford, 1953), said Rhodes, and had fallen into a trap of providing merely 
'a guide book to a variety ofNew Zealand settings, periods, and occupations ... '.113 

The New Zealand Listener began in 1939, and soon became a reliable outlet for 
stories, poems, and features on writers. When M.H. Holcroft was editor (1949-67), 
it became more literary. While the magazine published the Phoenix writers, it was 
not a natural home for them; Holcroft took a paternal interest in women's writing 
and published a generous selection of it-while nowhere near achieving parity, it 
looks generous compared to space alotted by other male editors. Ruth France found 
a steady outlet for her poems. Between 1939 and 1965 (when France published 
her last poem in the Listener) Baxter was the most frequently published poet, with 
fifty-eight poems; Glover was second ( 48), with Ruth France or Paul Henderson 
third (33). France is the only woman in the first five (Hervey and Johnson the other 
two), but Patricia Godsiff, Ruth Gilbert, and Peggy Dunstan appear in the first ten. 

The Phoenix men did not produce a novelist or short story writer: in 1945, 
J .A. W. Bennett felt there was no financial incentive for a New Zealander to write a 
novel, and he doubted that anyone had yet the 'architectonic power' to construct a 
novel.114 Bennett did not recognize the novels of Mander or Hyde, nor of the older 
John A. Lee; in fairness it must be said that he did not recognize John Mulgan's 
Man Alone (1939) either. 

What Curnow was to poetry, Frank Sargeson was to fiction. Also not having 
gone to the War, he was conducting a revolution of his own, replacing borrowed 
and tired English styles of writing with leaner and sharper styles, and drawing 
on post-colonial models from America. His simple, uneducated male characters 
struck such a responsive note among male critics and male emerging writers that 
they were taken to represent' authentic New Zealand', despite the fact that Sargeson 
in the 1940s was read by only a few, and Nelle Scanlan's Pencarrow stories would 
have been bought and read by hundreds of thousands. Sargeson soon sired a line 
of imitators. Bill Pearson was to write later of Sargeson, spreading the idea that 
there was a literary void before 1930: 'Before Mr Sargeson', most writers were 
'born into the imaginative desert of pre-depression New Zealand', and had either 

113H.W. Rhodes, review of New 'Zealand Short Stories, in Landfall, 8, 3 (September 1954), 216-221 
(p.217). 

114J.A.W. Bennett, 'Writing in New Zealand', in The American Scholar, 14, 2 (Spring 1945), 200-208 
(p.206). 
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to subsist on journalism, or go to England. Thanks to Sargeson, some tracks in 
the desert had been cleared that writers might confidently follow. 115 As well as 
his outlet in Tomorrow, Sargeson wrote reviews for the Listener between 1945-
1954, appeared regularly as critic in Landfall, and contributed to Here & Now and 
Parsons Packet, as well as to local newspapers, especially the Auckland Star. He 
broadcast over radio in the forties and fifties.116 

In 1945-the year of Curnow's first anthology-Caxton published Sargeson's 
anthology of short fiction called Speaking for Ourselves; Evans (Penguin, p.123) 
sees it gathering in 'the products of a period of literary change in a way that could 
be seen as an originating event for post-war writing', a process of 'historicisation 
which guides the way we perceive the literature of the times', but whereas Curnow 
sought to vindicate the work of his fellow 1930s writers, Sargeson emphasized 
writers of the next decade. Early in his career, Sargeson gave a fair representation 
of women's writing: six female writers selected to nine male; his comment that 
the female tradition of writing was the minor tradition came in 1948. 

Brasch brought out the first issue of Landfall in 1947. As well as printing 
what he felt was the best oflocal writing, he wrote 'Notes' for each issue; Dennis 
McEldowney writes that Brasch's style became authoritative: its qualities 'were so 
impressive in the first issues of Landfall, the judicious weight which immediately 
became a standard to measure periodicals and writers by, and against which others 
almost as soon rebelled' .117 John Geraets analysed the gender of contributors 
during Brasch's editorship, and concluded that men outnumbered women four to 
one in the years 1947-1956, but that the ratio improved to three to one during 
1957-1966, reflecting 'the altered social structures and pattern expectations of the 
time' .118 Geraets (p.155) lists most frequent appearances as follows: Baxter (18), 
Dallas and Dowling (15), France and Johnson (11); thus two women feature in the 
top five. If the number of poems by each poet are counted, rather than numbers 
of appearances which Brasch restricted to one a year per poet, Baxter is first (38), 
Johnson (32), Dallas (29), Dowling (24), and France (16); two women are still in 
the first five. A closer study of Brasch 's attitude to women's poetry will be made in 
Chapter Six. The findings of Geraets about the frequency of female publi6hing in 

115Bill Pearson, 'Frank Sargeson's Stories' (1964) in Fretful Sleepers and Other Essays (Auckland: 
Heinemann, 1974), pp.128-136 (pp.128-9). 

116See Kevin Cunningham, 'Bibliography: Contributions to Journals and Books', in Frank Sargeson. 
Conversation in a Train and Other Critical Writing edited by Kevin Cunningham (Auckland: 
Auckland University Press & Oxford University Press, 1983), pp.204-213. 

117Dennis McEldowney, 'Recent Literary Biography', in Journal of New 'Zealand Literature, 2 
(1984), 47-58 (p.53). 
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Landfall differ from those of Lydia Wevers, who claimed wrongly: 'In the fifties 
and sixties it was not uncommon to find whole years of Land/ all without a single 
women [sic] poet' .119 There are no years without female poets. 

The enormous influence of Curnow, Brasch, and Sargeson on reshaping New 
Zealand literature may best be illustrated by their combined effect on the young 
Janet Frame who was beginning to write in the late forties: 

I now knew by heart most of the stories from Speaking For Ourselves, 
as well as the biographical notes on the writers and the introductory 
chapter which, like the introduction to the Book of New Zealand Verse, 
became my primer of New Zealand literature. I accepted every judge
ment without question: if a poem or story was said to be the 'best', 
then I believed it to be so, and searching it for proof, I always found 
proof. These two books were among my few links with 1945 . 

Frame described how Landfall filled her with awe: 'I sensed that if you didn't 
appear in Landfall then you could scarcely call yourself a writer'. Meeting Brasch 
for afternoon-tea, she found him stern, not liking personal reminiscences and 
references. She felt like crying, and was reduced to silence.120 

Robin Hyde was given some grudging praise by most Phoenix men, even if 
they suspected she lacked discipline and respect for the noble art. Fairburn wrote 
in the (1947) letter to Brasch in which he re-classified Ursula Bethell: 'Also, I 
have my strong suspicions of Robin Hyde. I knew her well. The vulgarity of her 
writing hardly compensates for its volume-and certainly gives small evidence 
of any "promise" of development' .121 Hyde felt the Phoenix men did not like 
female modes of expression, or qualities often associated with female poetry: they 
distrusted the lyric mode, sentiment, imagination, and beauty. Hyde rejected 
narrow male prescriptions in verse. She resented the excluding efforts of Fairburn 
who was chosen to speak on New Zealand poetry at the 1936 Authors' Week in 
Auckland; Fairburn gave the impression 'that he had sailed right around the coasts 
of New Zealand, eventually discovering those wild shores to be inhabited solely 
by R.A.K. Mason, making ink with the greatest difficulty from the gallbladders of 
financial cuttlefishes'. Hyde saw Fairburn and Cresswell as anti-feminist.122 All 
this had a deleterious effect on women's writing: 'A woman writer's life is certain 

119Lydia Wevers, introduction to Yellow Pencils: Contemporary Poetry by New 'Zealand Women 
(Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1988), p. xviii. 

120Janet Frame, An Angel at My Table (Auckland: Hutchinson of New Zealand, 1984), pp.126, 127, 
129. 

121 Fairburn, Letters, p.158. 
122Hyde, 'Poetry in Auckland', 30, 31. 
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to make her neurotic. Unless she's so massively thick of hide that it's impossible 
for her to be any good at all' .123 The editors of a 1986 reprint of Hyde's Nor the 
Years Condemn write that literature was measured against 'a distinctive national 
culture', defined by 'middle-class male writers'; Hyde did not do well because 
her subject-matter differed. For her 'the central problem of colonial society was 
racial, sexual, and economic conflict in a society whose very foundations were the 
expropriation and exploitation of land'. Hyde did not believe in the 'empty land' 
myth of Curnow and Brasch, rather that New Zealand was a land full of people and 
stories, the inheritance of centuries of vigorous Maori presence in the land. 124 

The changed climate for women's writing after the arrival of the Phoenix men 
may be illustrated by a table which shows how much space was given to women 
in poetry anthologies. I have divided the anthologies (Table 2.1) into two groups: 
Group A consists of anthologies compiled by non-Phoenix people; and Group 
B consists of Phoenix anthologies, as well as the anthologies of Chapman and 
Bennett, and Doyle, for while they were not strict disciples of Curnow, they were 
not admirers of women's writing and agreed with Curnow's basic urge to replace 
outworn Georgianism with something µiore relevant to New Zealand; Chapman 
was an advocate of male critical realism. 

In Group A women are well represented, in some cases out-numbering men. 
But in Group B they are thinly represented. With a few exceptions, they fail to 
meet the selection criteria. It should be noted that the publication dates in the two 
groups overlap; the new men did not immediately supplant all other anthologisers. 
Both strands carried on until Curnow began his 'weed-killing'. C.A. Marris edited 
his annual New Zealand Best Poems from 1932, but stopped in 1943. Women 
provided more poems for these collections: 124 poems compared with 103 poems 
by men. It is not smprising that Glover put him in the female camp with the 
'rhyming grannies'. As we have seen, Curnow gave him some faint praise for 
keeping an audience of sorts for some of the better writers, such as Hyde, Duggan, 
and Heivey. Other signs that the two strands continued for some time are: The 
New Zealand Magazine carried on into the 1950s, and in the 1940s, printed articles 
on Scanlan, Marsh, Scott, Duggan, Peacocke, Mackay, and Howes; C.R. Allen 
edited an anthology of short stories in 1938, called Tales by New Zealanders in 
which women outnumbered men, fourteen to twelve; Noel Hoggard continued with 
his Handcraft Press, producing a further anthology: Centennial Miscellany: an 
Anthology of Short Stories and Verse in 1939, with nine male contributors and seven 

123Robin Hyde, 'Women Have No Star', in The Press (Christchurch), 5 June 1937, 17. 
124Phillida Bunkle, Linda Hardy, Jacqueline Matthews, Introduction to Nor the Years Condemn by 

Robin Hyde (Auckland: New Women's Press, 1986), v-xxvi (pp.v, xv). 
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TABLE 2.1: Distribution of Male & Female Poets in Poetry Anthologies 
Date Title Editor Male Female 
Group A 
1906 New Zealand Verse Currie & Alexander 38 17 
1907 N.Z. Rhymes Old & New Jessie Mackay 12 4 
1925 N.Z. Rhymes Old & New Jessie Mackay 8 4 
1926 Treasury of NZ. Verse C.&A. 46 26 
1930 KowhaiGold Quentin Pope 28 28 
1931 Giftbook of N.Z. Verse" Helen Longford 16 28 
1935 Kauri Whispers" [J.K.] 23 36 
1936 Manuka Blossoms" ? 24 22 
1937 Here are Verses Helen Longford 24 26 
1943 Flametide N.F. Hoggard 12 7 
1944 Lyric Poems of N.Z. C.A. Marris 16 23 
GroupB 
1934 New Poems Milner & Glover 9 1 
1936 Verse Alive I Rhodes & Glover 6 0 
1937 Verse Alive II Rhodes & Glover 9 1 
1937 A Caxton Miscellany ? 5 1 
1941 Recent Poems ? 4 0 
1945 Book of NZ. Verse 1923-45 Curnow 14 2 
1951 Book of N .Z. Verse 1923-50 Curnow 20 3 
1956 Anthology of N.Z. Verse Chapman & Bennett 34 9 
1960 Penguin Book of NZ. Verse Curnow 29 7 
1965 Recent Poetry in NZ. Doyle 12 1 
0 dates presumed 

female (it was reissued as Anthology of Short Stories and Verse by New Zealand 
Authors, with four male contributors omitted); Hoggard also published a succession 
of small literary magazines which gave women fair space: his last, Arena, stopped 
only with his death in 1975; in 1942 Ian Gordon began New Zealand New Writing, 
which lasted until 1945 and treated women's writing well; the various women 
writers groups and P.E.N. continued acknowledging the contribution of women. 

J.C. Reid's A Book of New Zealand (1964) reflected the new climate: of 309 
pages, approximately thirty-six, or 11.5%, were given to women's writing. A 
(1968) poetry anthology widely used in high schools reproduced this imbalance: 
Modern Verse For You: Poetry Today For Sixth Forms edited by Paul Day and J.G. 
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Brown carried 131 poems by males and fifteen by women, with Frame and Dallas 
as the sole New Zealand women. 

Forolder style editors, such as P.A. Lawlor, the success of the Phoenix men was 
a bitter pill: he thought that Brasch at Landfall was publishing work which lacked 
a firm moral line, and the idea of Curnow as anthologiser-in-chief and guardian 
of the canon made him apoplectic. Lawlor's review of The Penguin Book of New 
Zealand Verse begins: '1bis is not really a review. It is a protest against the fact 
that Allen Curnow, poet and anthologist, who with a few others commandeered 
the writing world of New Zealand about fifteen years ago, is still in charge'; the 
earlier anthologies were 'one-eyed', and this one did not seem any better: it all 
went to prove that in the country of the blind, the one-eyed man is king. 125 

One sphere the Phoenix men failed to penetrate was the State Literary Fund, 
which was founded in 1946 and administered by the Department of Internal Affairs 
to provide grants for writers, and to help publish New Zealand works. The first 
chairman was Sir James Elliott, and the committee was made up mostly of 'older' 
writers, of the type Phoenix sought to remove from influence: Scholefield, Gordon, 
Gillespie, Schroder, and Lawlor; two women were on the first advisory committee: 
Ngaio Marsh and Mrs M. MacKenzie, as well as one Maori, Pei Te Hurunui 
Jones. According to Evans, the Fund was promoted by M.H. Holcroft ( on the 1951 
committee), and P.A. Lawlor in his capacity as Wellington branch secretary of 
P.E.N.126 P.E.N. and conservative elements remained in control of the Fund during 
the period under study, although Baxter joined the committee in 1961. No reasons 
have yet come to light why the Phoenix men should fail to penetrate this important 
source of prestige and money, which is strange to say the least when they annexed 
and initiated other sources of power. Fairburn was against State 'hand-out[s]', 
in case artistic integrity was threatened, and he disliked the 'secret patronage' of 
Sir Joseph Heenan. When Sargeson tried to put Fairburn's name forward for a 
pension, Fairburn was angry, but he saw that travel scholarships might be useful 
to the group, and wrote to Brasch suggesting they recommend to the committee 
that Curnow and Baxter be sent to Europe 'to have a look around', since they 
were deserving, and 'are perhaps the most suitable from our point of view'. 127 An 
impromptu debate at the 1951 Writers' Conference displayed the unease of the 
younger men about the conservativeness of the Fund committee.128 

125P.A. Lawlor, review of The Penguin Book, in The Bulletin, 15 March 1961. 
126Evans, p.99. 
lZl Letters of Fairburn, pp.172, 173. 
128See articles: C.R. Allen, 'A Quill Driver's Conclave', in The Wooden Horse, 2, 4 [?April 1952], 

15-17; DM. Anderson, 'Writers' Wrangles', in Critic (7 Jw1e 1951), 8; J.R. Cole, 'The Writers' 
Conference', in Landfall, 5, 3 (September 1951), 222-24. 
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The State Literary Fund did not fund the Phoenix men or their books, other 
than that Curnow received a travelling grant in 1948-9, La,ndfall received assis
tance from 1950, and some Caxton publications were helped with subsidies. A 
(1952) letter from Fairburn to Brasch indicates that Brasch suspected the Literary 
Fund was withholding the subsidy for La,ndf all, causing Fairburn to suggest that 
'the forces of reaction are on the march', and that the 'otiose' organisation (and 
E.M. Blaiklock) was using right-wing ideological grounds fostered by S.G. Hol
land's National Government to tum down some publications.129 Very few poets 
received recognition from the Fund: no scholarships in letters, only two awards 
for achievement (Dallas and Adcock), and there was some assistance to publish. 
Travel funds were granted to some younger men: Witheford, Baxter, Bland, Vogt, 
and Smithyrnan. Lawlor failed to draw comfort from the exclusion of Phoenix 
men from Fund disbursements, and described it as a vehicle for the rise of the 
'Curnow clique', which was 'sired by the then constituted Caxton Press and the 
literary quarterly Landfall'; their 'godfather' was Sir Joseph Heenan, Secretary of 
Internal Affairs, who, said Lawlor, was 'interested in fostering this new school 
of writers through the department's publications' .130 Lawlor's criticism is hard to 
sustain given the composition of advisory committees and chairmen: in 1961, the 
year of Lawlor's review, the chairman was Ian Gordon, with E.M. Blaiklock, J.C. 
Garrett, Margaret Dalziel, M.H. Holcroft, and Baxter as committee. By this time, 
Baxter was engaged in his own dispute with Curnow over the very essence of the 
1930s legacy. 

Conversely, the Phoenix writers felt the Fund favoured perpetrators of the 
Georgian school. Statistics reveal that women's writing received a small part of 
funds. Between 1947 and 1970, grants of $50,586 were made to male writers, orto 
help publish their books, while the equivalent sum spent on women's writing was 
$15,990. Men took 76% of funds. Janet Frame was the only woman among thirteen 
recipients of a travelling scholarship; Ruth France applied unsuccessfully in 1963, 
the committee preferring not to make an award. Eleven men won scholarships 
in letters, and four women: Duckworth, Ashton-Warner, Frame, Isobel Andrews. 
Only in awards for achievement did women even-peg with men.131 

The State Literary Fund can in no way be said to be a tool of the Phoenix men, 
but it did exist primarily as a dispersal agency of funds to male writers. Neither the 
conservatives nor the Phoenix men realized that women did not receive a fair share 
of funds. Such was the climate of the day that a discrepancy of this proportion was 

129Fairbum, Letters, pp.207-08, letter of 6 July 1952. 
130Lawlor, review of Penguin Book, op.cit 
131The New Zealand Literary Fund 1946-1970 (Wellington: Government Printer, 1970). 
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the norm. 

The Male Tradition Entrenched, 1951-1969 

As Authors' Week 1936 marked an apogee of women's writing, already the Phoenix 
men were making themselves heard, so that what was on one hand a high spot of 
women's writing was also on the other a 'last gasp'. Fifteen years elapsed before 
a second week to celebrate New Zealand writing was held. During the interval, 
women's writing was relegated to the margins, so that when writers and interested 
public gathered for the celebrations in Christchurch in May 1951, it was a male 
literature they discussed and nobody thought it odd, or even remarked upon the 
fact Lawrence Jones writes that by 1951, the Provincial writers (those who had 
gathered around Phoenix) were 'in their own view at least, thoroughly established 
as the dominant force in New Zealand literature' .132 

Maria Dronke read poetry one evening, Mrs M. Dunningham of Dunedin was 
a contributor to an open forum, though what she said has not been preserved, and 
some women attended sessions: Elsie Locke, Ruth France, Ruth Dallas, Margaret 
Scott, and Helen Garrett. Baxter in his 'Recent Trends in New Zealand Poetry' 
speech, traced the role of women in poetry, noting Jessie Mackay and Eileen 
Duggan, and especially Ursula Bethell 's 'poetry without parallel in New Zealand'. 
Arnold Wall mentioned Katherine Mansfield. After David Hall's speech on 'A 
country in search of itself' a voice from the audience asked, 'Did New Zealand 
discover Edith Howes, or did Edith Howes discover New Zealand?'. It would be 
interesting to know if anyone asked Edith Howes, since she sat in the audience, 
looking as Sargeson wrote, 'incredibly old', and 'incurably famous', a relic of 
Authors' Week (1936).133 It was not that women's writing was denigrated as 
might have been expected with Glover as a speaker-and Elsie Locke is sure 
she would have noticed if it had been-but it simply did not exist as a concern: 
'Women's writing was just not obvious at that time'. 134 Asked to gather together 
a representative group of New Zealand writers and to provide papers topical to 
the day, J.C. Garrett and R.A. Copland gathered a male group of speakers and 
chairmen; they responded to, and reflected the climate. 

The Conference revealed sharp differences among the three generations present, 

132Lawrence Jones, 'From Fretful Sleepers to Juice Extractors: Versions of the 1951 Waterfront 
Dispute in New Zealand Writing, 1952-1986, publication pending, p.3. 

133See C.R. Allen's article, op.cit, and Frank Sargeson, Sargeson (Auckland: Penguin Books, 1981) 
p.358. 

134Elsie Locke, personal correspondence with Heather Murray, 5 August 1990. 
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but the differences were among males fighting for the centre of New Zealand 
literature. 135 The old writers, Mulgan, Lawlor, Scholefield, Andersen, and Wall, 
refused to give way completely to the now middle-aged Phoenix men, many of 
whom had come to Christchurch to accept laurels from a people grateful for their 
task of shaping a truly indigenous literature. To the young men from Wellington
Johnson, Baxter, Wilson, Vogt, Schwimmer, and Campbell-the 'old' group was 
Neanderthal , and therefore, irrelevant (Oliver called them 'polite amateurs').136 

Their quarrel was with the middle group for refusing to admit them. Baxter's 
speech was instrumental in bringing the three male groups together in temporary 
harmony; by tracing a line of development in poetry from the nineteenth century 
to the present, Baxter presented a pattern which created a unity and common 
purpose-more from the eloquence of his delivery than from the content-in a 
way which Curnow's controversial anthology and its introduction had failed to do 
to everyone's satisfaction. Baxter found a place for the early poets, David McKee 
Wright and Jessie Mackay; he nodded deferentially towards the 1930s poets, three 
of whom sat before him (Brasch, Curnow, Glover); and he indicated the Wellington 
men waiting in their seats for recognition. Furthermore, Baxter gave a new sense 
of purpose to the assembled poets: they should not isolate themselves, but act as a 
'cell of good living' in a corrupt society, and describe that society in poetry. The 
current Waterfront Dispute served as a uniting force, since it showed the corrupt 
society at work. Baxter proclaimed a form of critical realism for poets (what 
Stead was to call later 'the Georgian realist tradition' in verse).137 It was not a 
modus operandi attractive to many female poets. (The Curnow-Johnson dispute is 
discussed in Chapter Five). 

The idea that society was corrupt and that writers should report and reform 
the corruption was current in Wellington among Baxter's literary friends before 
the Writers' Conference. The magazine, Arachne (1950-1951), devoted itself to 
showing the individual in society. In an article called 'Background to a Maga
zine', Hubert Witheford, who was no doubt responding to the Waterfront Dispute 
unfolding in Wellington at the time, wrote that Arachne was formed to explore 
the individual and his isolation from the community, the disintegration of society, 
and 'the violence of those who would hold a disintegrating society together by 

135Robert Chapman ('The Writers' Conference', p.224) identified three age groups, and was surprised 
the old group did not see that New Zealand literature began in the 'watershed' of the 1930s. 

136W.H. Oliver, James K. Baxter: a Portrait (Wellington: The Port Nicolson Press, 1983), p.58. 
137C.K. Stead, 'From Wystan to Carlos: Modern and Modernism in Recent New Zealand Poetry' 

(1979), in C.K. Stead, In the Glass Case: Essays on New 'Zealand Literature (Auckland: Auckland 
University Press & Oxford University Press, 1981), pp.139-59, (p.142). 
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force ... '.138 In 1950, Sargeson gave two radio talks, 'Writing a Novel', in which 
he attacked society, namely its 'pervadingly characteristic' and particular variety 
of puritanism, which, in its 'negative manifestations', created a 'serious distortion' 
in human conduct It was the novelist's job, said Sargeson, to elucidate such a 
basic pattern, and to 'seek out the threads of our lives, and show us where they all 
lead to ifhe can'.139 

Chapman confilliled that the conference agreed on the sociological role of 
the artist in elucidating the pattern of society, at a time when women were more 
concerned with writing of a personal, inward nature, and showed little interest in 
the wider workings of society. Chapman confilliled too that prose-writers were 
agreed on a future theme: 'the follilative, constricting and distorting effect of the 
mores and values of New Zealand puritanism on our human scene' .140 Chapman 
seems to have believed that everybody would go home to begin their denunciations 
of the puritan society, that all would confollil to, and be happy in such a discipline. 
Chapman thus demonstrates unwittingly what a confolliling and unquestioning 
society it was---confollilingly and unquestionably male. Bill Pearson's essay, 
'Fretful Sleepers', was also a response to the Waterfront Dispute.141 His solution 
(the publication of which pre-dated that of Chapman's 'Fiction and the Social 
Pattern') was for writers 'to concentrate on the provincial and the vulgar instead 
of turning away from it, to translate it into something that might be meaningful to 
people outside New Zealand'.142 Pearson's and Chapman's reiteration of critical 
realism was reactionary, coming when Sargeson was reaching the limits of the 
technique. 143 

Bill Pearson had been in London duri..ng t.he Wri..ters' Conference, and he 
wrote 'Fretful Sleepers' there. In a generalized way, he attacked New Zealand 
behaviour with an eye made more analytical and splenetic by distance. Society was 
conforming, hypocritical, and above all, narrow. Women shaped the puritanical 
code. Pearson added weight to the myth that no literature existed before the 
1930s. On a positive note, he concluded (p.230) that writers must live among the 

138 Arachne, 2 (February 1951), 20-23 (pp.20, 21.) 
139Frank Sargeson, 'Writing a Novel' (1950), in Conversation in a Train, pp.51-62 (pp.60, 62). 
14°Chapman, 'The Writers' Conference', pp.227, 226. 
141 Bill Pearson, 'Fretful Sleepers: A Sketch of New Zealand Behaviour and its Implications for the 

Artist', in Landfall, 6, 3 (September 1952), 201-30. 
142Evans, Penguin History, p.155. 
143LawrenceJones has called the period 1935-1951, 'The Age of Sargeson', and feels that Sargeson's 

first period of provincial writing ended there, followed by a second post-provincial career in which 
he adapted his techniques, beginning in 1965 with the publication of Memoirs of a Peon. See 
Jones, Barbed Wll'e, p.44. 
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people and write for the peopl~. rather than practise intellectual detachment or feel 
alienated, yet he creates amib'guity by using a 'spy' metaphor: the writer must 
be 'something of a spy in ene1iiy territory'. His message resembled that of H.W. 
Rhodes given to the Writers' Conference, but it was too general to be of more than 
passing interest. Of note to the modern reader is the male climate Pearson worked 
in, and his continual anti-female remarks. 

A work of greater substance and importance was 'Fiction and the Social Pat
tern', in which Chapman looked at New Zealand and its literature with a sociolo
gist's eye for picking patterns, and his own penchant for making things conform, 
or cohere into a whole; diffuseness is his enemy. The essay became immediately 
important because no one had attempted anything like it before; it flashed statistics 
past the reader, giving it a 'scientific' validity lacking in Pearson's idiosyncratic 
essay. Chapman's conversance with other societies, in particular with the parent 
society of Great Britain, his references to history, religion, and culture both here 
and abroad, made him appear authoritative and thorough; few have challenged his 
views to this day. 144 

Chapman's paper was important because it stressed one theme for writers and 
one mode of writing. Since society was 'homogeneous', writers must be writing 
about the same thing, namely about the strait-jacket of life in a puritan country, 
and they must employ the most realistic method to show its faults (critical realism 
of photographic accuracy). Writers should be impelled by the same 'humanitarian 
liberalism', and convey an attitude of 'unjudging pity for their driven and socially 
damned characters', such as Mulgan showed in Man Alone and Sargeson showed 
in That Summer. Furthermore, writers should convey the possibility that 'a truly 
human ease and depth of living' exists.145 Thus, three of the most eloquent 
commentators on New Zealand writing in 1951-2, Baxter, Pearson, and Chapman, 
and Sargeson speaking on radio in 1950, demanded that writers should have a 
sociological role: in other words, writers must be reformers of society, as well as 
writers. Baxter's speech to the conference was soon published by Caxton (1951), 

144 Alan Mulgan wrote to Landfall (December 1953, pp.297-99) after reading Chapman's essay, 
questioning whether the 'strong bias towards deliberate sociological probing and exposure [w]as 
the main business of the novelist'; Stevan Eldred-Grigg notes this point, and attacks the homoge
neous society myth in 'A Bourgeois Blue? Nationalism and Letters from the 1920s to the 1950s', 
in Landfall, 41, 3 (September 1987), 293-311. Nick Perry criticizes Chapman's sociological 
approach to literature, and his confining it into a single strand in 'Flying By Nets: the Social 
Pattern of New Zealand Fiction', in Islands, (n.s.) 3, 2 (December 1987), 161-177. I made a brief 
incursion into the Chapman thesis of homogeneity in my 'Katherine Mansfield and her British 
Critics: is there a "heart" in Mansfield's Fiction?', in Journal of New 'Zealand Literature 6 (1988), 
99-118 (pp.110-11). 

145Chapman, 'Fiction and the Social Pattern', 57, 58. 
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and his request that writers 'should remain as a cell of good living in a corrupt 
society' was affirmed as appropriate by Brasch in his 'Notes' in a subsequent 
Landfall. 146 This requirement left no room for later female writers, such as Frame 
and France, who had less optimistic views on whether society might be reformed, 
even if it was worth bothering to try, or who employed techniques other than critical 
realism, and were more interested in the inner struggles of characters rather than 
in their response to a wider society. In 1960, Marilyn Duckworth spoke of the 
different male and female idea of what was 'true', 'real', or important, and on the 
female need to focus on an inner rather than social reality: ' ... [women's] novels 
are extremely personal statements, dealing with individual personalities rather than 
a collective social conscience. They relate their characters to the contemporary 
scene through its smaller details rather than its larger implications'; Duckworth did 
not share the view of Doris Lessing, who 'thinks characters remain petty unless 
they ally themselves to some vision greater than their own predicament', with 
the result that Lessing's voice sometimes sounds like 'the preaching tone of the 
politician'. 147 As a result of the 1951 Conference and the Wateifront Dispute, 
subject matter and method were hi-jacked by the critical realism camp. 

It is Chapman's misogynic attribution of blame for society's ills to women that 
is the most striking feature of the essay today. Chapman speaks for his time, and 
it is chilling, a thorough-going damnation of the female in all her aspects; since 
no one spoke out against it then, it must have echoed the views of the majority, 
or at least, not seemed strange. No women spoke against it; either they accepted 
Chapman's depiction of society in stunned silence and shame, or felt it useless to 
protest. In summary, the essay lays blame for the constrictions of society at the door 
of women who acted as enforcers of puritanism 's restrictive practices; they kept 
men from living life to the full, and emasculated them by ruling the home in their 
stead. They drove men outside by a mania for keeping things spic and span, and 
into pubs, rugby clubs, and other all-male precincts to recoup a little self-esteem. A 
blatant materialism impelled women, and the acquisitiveness they fostered rotted 
society. Homosexuality, violence, and juvenile rebellion all stemmed from female 
domination. Chapman hints that female drive for conformity was responsible for 
male writers not fulfilling their potential (p.53). 148 

Chapman wrote of past and present society, but he was also laying a 'pattern' 
for the future, giving strong hints for portraying society in literature. An essay of 

146Brasch, 'Notes', in Landfall, 5, 4 (December 1951), 243-44. 
147Marilyn Duckworth, 'Women as Writers', typescript of radio talks given in March 1960. 
148 A modern feminist, on an off-day, might see this as a small female victory: Fairburn unable to 

expand on 'The Woman Problem'; the Glover satiric muse left under-employed. 
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this scope must have provided ample fodder for the next generation of male writers 
looking for causes of society's unhappy state, and it provided respectability and 
doctrinal justification for mysogyny as a topos in New Zealand literature. Chapman 
tried to squeeze literature into a monolith. 

The 1951 Writers' Conference acted as acatalystforseveralliteraryenterprises, 
as well as for Baxter's, Pearson's and Chapman's essays. Louis Johnson began 
his annual New Zealand Poetry Yearbooks in 1951, to knock at the monolith 
established by Curnow's anthologies by showing the variety of verse 'shaped by 
many different hands in different ways' .149 Women were well represented in these 
volumes, with the first issue containing poetry by eight women, including Dallas, 
Gilbert, France, and Stanley. But from the early 1950s, female poets generally 
were receiving less exposure than had been the case in the 1930s, except in the 
Listener, and the Yearbook. In 1953, the Auckland Coronation Festival held an 
afternoon of poetry, called 'New Zealand Poets of Note and Promise', chaired by 
M.K. Joseph. Of forty-one poems read, only five were by female poets: one each 
by Dallas, Margaret Garland, and Duggan, and two by Robin Hyde. An evening of 
poetry was held in Wellington on 22 September 1955, at which women achieved 
a better representation: Garland and Suzanne Johnston read their poems, Gilbert 
poems were read, as was a general selection of female poetry.150 

Also 1951 marked the beginning of the Pegasus Poets series by Pegasus Press, 
Christchurch. Between 1951 and 1953, the Press published six volumes of verse, 
mostly of the young Wellington poets, such as Campbell, Johnson, and Witheford, 
with Mary Stanley of Auckland the only woman represented. 

Male monopoly on New Zealand writing may be seen in Dan Davin's 1953 
historical anthology of short stories which purported to give an overview of fiction 
written between 1840 and 1932. Published by Oxford, this prestigious World's 
Classics edition became a milestone for short fiction. As noted earlier in this 
chapter, Davin looked for work which reflected special New Zealand qualities 
('tethered to a time and place that is recognizably New Zealand'). Davin drew only 
on published collections and the major periodicals for material, and since only 
seven female writers are represented among twenty male, it might indicate that 
women were not being published, and/or that Davin did not care for those female 
stories that were written. Apart from Mansfield, not many women had published 
collections of short stories: Lancaster--Sons 'o Men in 1904, Baughan-Brown 
Bread from a Colonial Oven (1912), Alice Webb-Miss Peter's Special and Other 
Stories in 1926, Jean Devanny-0/d Savage and Other Stories in 1927, Isobel 

1491.ouis Johnson, Introduction to New 'Zealand Poety Yearbook, 1 (1951), pp.7-8 (p.7). 
150Newspaper cuttings, Hocken Library, Pat Lawlor Archive, 83-4593/20, 83-4593/18. 
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Andrews-Something to Tell (1944), Otti Binswanger--'And How Do You Like 
This Country?': Stories of New Zealand (1945), and Janet Frame-The Lagoon in 
1951. Davin noted that almost all the stories were about 'people at work or never 
very far from work', and that none depended on wit, and only one on fantasy. He 
felt editorial bias was not the only reason for this, implying his selection merely 
reflected what was being written, which in turn, reflected society itself. Since 
Davin chose realistic stories by Frame, ('The Day of the Sheep'), and by Helen 
Shaw ('The Blind'), it is likely Davin was attracted to that mode at the expense of 
less realistic, more subjective stories. In the foreground of most stories, Davin said 
he saw 'Cobbers, men working, playing, drinking, fighting together', with family 
and friends 'never far away'.151 Eldred-Grigg points out it is a male world, with 
only six of twenty-seven stories centred on female protagonists, and that women 
in many of the stories served 'as targets for attack', as in A.P. Gaskell 's 'School 
Picnic' .152 

As an antidote to Curnow 's anthologies, two further poetry anthologies ap
peared in the 'fifties and 'sixties. Chapman and Jonathan Bennett published An 
Anthology of New Zealand Verse in 1956. Chapman wrote an introduction in which 
he agreed with Curnow that much early poetry was derivative of other cultures, 
and the influence of the Phoenix writers had been great, but he departed from 
Curnow to include poetry of a confessional nature as a valid strand of New Zealand 
writing. Quality alone determined inclusion, said Chapman, but his comment that 
'a various, shaped and coherent picture ... emerged naturally ... ', shows that he 
sought poems which fitted a preconceived pattern of commonality, that is, the re
vised male canon as perceived by Chapman.153 Joan Stevens felt Chapman forced 
his coherence, with a bias towards sociology by which he sought poems to show 
'what it means to be a New Zealander', rather than what it means to be human , 
which would have given a truer picture of poetry in New Zealand.154 Chapman's 
selection of nine female poets among thirty-four male poets, suggests women did 
not write poems which fitted the whole pattern. Charles Doyle brought out his 
own alternative to Curnow with his Recent Poetry in New Zealand (1965), giving 
weight to the Wellington poets ignored by Curnow, and showing that an anthology 

151 Dan Davin, Introduction to New Zealand Short Stories (London: Oxford University Press, 1953), 
pp.1-9 (pp.7, 9). 

152Eldred-Grigg, 'Bourgeois Blue', 301. 
153Robert Chapman, Introduction to An Anthology of New Zealand Verse (London: Oxford University 

Press, 1956), p.xxix. 
154Joan Stevens, review of An Anthology of New Zealand Verse, in New Zealand Listener, 18 May 

1956, 14. 
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might be assembed without depending on a core of work from the 1930s poets.155 

Only Fleur Adcock was included among twelve male poets. Thus, outside the 
Curnow-shaped tradition, a second tradition was shaped by Doyle, but it found 
even less room for women's poetry than had Cumow's. Neither Chapman's nor 
Doyle's anthologies was the antidote women needed. 

During the 'fifties and 'sixties, women were excluded from the canon and 
from whatever forces were struggling to replace it by a canon of their own. A 
few women published nevertheless, and occasionally questioned male dominance: 
in 1957, Willow Macky objected to Louis Johnson's criticism of Ruth Gilbert's 
collection, The Sunlit Hour. In a letter to Numbers, she wrote that reviewers 'are 
almost completely lacking in understanding with regard to the woman writer'. The 
progress of women has been kept back, she said-

. . . by standards that, for thousands of years, have been set up by 
men. Most women, if they wish for success, will try to conform, 
monkey-like, to the masculine pattern; others, by remaining true to 
their feminine insight, risk opposition and failure in male-dominated 
fields .... One hesitates to say so, but it would appear that in New 
Zealand there is an unconscious resentment on the part of most of 
our men writers of any recognition that our women writers might 
achieve. 156 

Macky noted a tendency to 'gang up' on women writers, and that women needed 
something extra to become published, such as a relative in the writing or publishing 
world; men lacked generosity and feared female competition. Since Numbers was 
founded to publish those ignored by the Establishment, it is ironic that Macky 
should feel Numbers served to exclude or diminish others further beyond the 
Establishment. 

Louis Johnson replied as editor of the magazine, and as the critic under attack. 
He did not go in for equal male-female ratios~ 'We simply go for the best work'. All 
must stand before the same critical standards, he said, overlooking Macky's point 
that they were male standards. He concluded by offering his publishing record of 
women in Numbers as proof that he was not anti-feminist. Since he quotes women's 
poetry receiving space of fifty-two pages in six issues, while men's poetry received 
212 pages, it is indicative of the times that he should consider women thus fairly 

155Charles Doyle, Introduction to Recent Poetry in New Zealand (Auckland: Collins, 1965), pp.11-15 
(p.11). 

156Wtllow Macky, 'Controversy: The Critic on the Mat', Numbers, 7 (August 1957), 26-28 (pp.26, 
27). 
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represented. Johnson may have felt that by producing one issue (no.2) almost 
entirely made up of women's writing, he was giving women their say, but that in 
itself served to marginalize the female, making her 'other'; if the women's issue is 
discounted, women's writing was given only thirty pages.157 

To assess how women faced the entrenched male climate of the 'fifties and 
'sixties, it is instructive to consider the publishing records of Ruth France and her 
contemporary, Helen Shaw (both born in Canterbury in 1913 ). In reply to a Landfall 
(1960) questionnaire on writing, Ruth France wrote: 'I do find publication for most 
of the poems and stories I write'.158 However, from the mid-fifties, France was 
experiencing increasing difficulty placing her poems. Among her personal papers 
there are three unpublished poems of the 1940s, but fourteen from the 1950s, 
most from the latter part, and twenty-two from the 1960s up to 1967. By 1965, 
her mood had become gloomier: she wondered 'why most writers go on writing, 
when they have little hope of earning reputation, money, or even satisfaction in 
the small amount of work they have brought to publication'; women also have 
had 'dependence on personal ties' and 'centuries of inhibition to conquer' in order 
to write. 159 France envied Katherine Mansfield and Janet Frame for having male 
writers (J.M. Murry and Frank Sargeson) to advise them and steer their writing 
careers. Poems were her most marketable product. Her novels travelled widely in 
search of a publisher (approximately eight publishers read both published novels, 
and twelve read The Tunnel, and she found it a 'grim struggle'.160 In her later 
years, France tried journalism, with articles on Christchurch for a local newspaper. 

In a 'Beginnings' article, Helen Shaw revealed that her publishing career fol
lowed a similar pattern to Ruth France 's.161 She began in a school magazine in 
1929, moved on to the Press Junior, a children's supplement of The Press. She pub
lished in the New Zealand Observer in 1942, in New Zealand New Writing (1943), 
and in Arachne (1950-1). She described a lively writing scene in Christchurch 
during the 1930s: 

Around this time in Christchurch flowered a little Bloomsbury, mani
festing an existence through a mood of artistic intensity, a fennent that 

157Louis Johnson, 'Our Critic Replies', in Numbers, op. cit, 28-29. 
158Ruth France in Landfall, 14, 1 (March 1960), 54-56 (p.55). 
159Ruth France, 'The Sanguine Temperament', in New Z,ealand Monthly Review 6 (August 1965), 

18-20 (p.19). 

Hi°France, letter to Dennis McEldowney, 9 June 1960. Letters from France to McEldowney are in 
the possession of Mr McEldowney, cited hereinafter as MC. 

161Helen Shaw, 'Beginnings', in/slands7, l (August 1978), 99-109. 
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generated heightening sensibilities among a circle of artists and writ
ers, some established, others as yet scarcely initiated while exploring 
how to start out.162 

Among her publications were a volume of short stories (1957), and stories in nine 
magazines and seven anthologies; three volumes of poetry (1968, 1973, 1975); 
and three volumes for which she acted as editor. However, it was often a struggle; 
Riemke Ensing described the difficulty Shaw faced in trying to publish The Puritan 
and the Waif, a collection of essays on Frank Sargeson, which in the end, was issued 
in cyclostyled form in 1954. Ensing quoted from Shaw's journal: 'This climate is 
not conducive to the effort which ... must be put into the work' .163 Shaw's writing 
career marks the failing climate for women's writing from the Bloomsbury-like 
conditions in the 1930s to the drought post-Phoenix. 

The Landfall correspondence between Shaw and Brasch (1946-1965) makes 
sobering reading; it is hard to imagine how Shaw survived the knock-backs she re
ceived from Brasch. Of thirteen stories she submitted between 1946 and 1962, two 
were accepted ('A Revival' and 'The Orange Tree', with changes). He refused one 
short novel ('The Captain's Wife'), as well as three articles, one on Robin Hyde's 
poetry which was later broadcast on radio, and an article he had commissioned on 
D'Arcy Cresswell. He rejected her request to review Robin Hyde's Houses by the 
Sea-Brasch said he had already arranged for that review, but if he had, it was not 
published. The notes he made for himself on some of his replies (usually them
selves chilly in tone) are very sharp. His private note about 'The Three Strange 
Miss Vinings' reads: 'a phantasy neither properly self-explanatory nor tethered at 
any point to reality; in her usual mannered style, very "period", and more than a 
little mad'. Generally, he seems to have found her work light to the point of drifting 
away, empty, unreal, and naive. But survive Shaw did, even managing to publish 
The Orange Tree in New Zealand in 1957, and a book of poems, Out of Dark 
in London in 1968. Shaw found prior publication for the stories which appeared 
in The Orange-Tree-in Arachne, Arena, Coast to Coast, Landfall, New Zealand 
Listener, New Zealand Parent & Child, and Numbers. However, the poems of Out 
of Dark seem to have been printed in overseas magazines. There is no record of her 
sending poems to Brasch, and none were published in the Listener in this period. 
Paul Day reviewed The Orange-Tree very favourably for Landfall (12, 1 (March 
1958), 74-76); her career and reputation took off with the resurgence of women's 
writing in the 1970s, by which time France was dead. 

162Ibid., p.107. 
163Riemke Ensing, 'Helen Shaw 1913-85', in Islands (n.s.) 2, 2 (November 1985), 125-26. 
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In any venture where women hoped to publish alongside male writers, they 
experienced problems of meeting standards in degrees ranging from the mild 
patriarchy of Brasch to the anti-woman bias of Doyle. Where women were not 
competing with men, they published at a surprisingly high rate, indicating what 
was possible when the climate was conducive. The 1961 A List of New Zealand 
Books in Print gives thirty-four female authors and thirty-seven male, but if a 
count of titles is made, women outnumber men, ninety-one to fifty-one. The 
reason for this is that the women's list was made up largely of light romance 
and detective fiction, spheres which have not usually attracted male writers. The 
prolific Ngaio Marsh, Elizabeth Messenger, Rosemary Rees, Nelle Scanlan, Mary 
Scott, and Essie Summers boosted female titles. Marsh did not ever feel there 
was discrimination, and in her sphere, she would be correct: 'I don't think that 
where writers and painters are concerned they are at a disadvantage because of 
their sex'.164 Terry Sturm's chapter on 'Popular Fiction' in The Oxford History 
of New Zealand Literature confirms the domination of female writing in popular 
fields. During the 'forties, 'fifties, and 'sixties, light fiction from women continued 
as the low road of culture in New Zealand, while men annexed a high road they 
were reluctant to share; a few privileged women such as Dallas, Adcock, Stanley, 
and France, were allowed to walk several paces behind, and a little to one side. In 
a count of poetry in print in 1961, women do less well: thirty-five male poets and 
twelve female, with sixty-six male titles and eighteen female. 

While the main tradition of New Zealand writing followed Curnow and Sarge
son, and the Wellington group tried to put themselves beyond that tradition (as will 
be shown in Chapter Five), the Wellington rebellion represented in-fighting among 
males of different generations. Writers born in the 1920s were mostly following 
the main tradition of New Zealand realism. Pearson, Bruce Mason, Duggan, Mid
dleton, Ballantyne, Phillip Wu.son, Ian Cross, and M.K. Joseph ensured that the 
main line of writing was strong on realism and very male-oriented. In 1954, Phillip 
Wilson published an article on the state of New Zealand literature, and his views 
very likely represent current received opinion: he saw the 1930s writers (Curnow, 
Fairburn, Sargeson, Mulgan) as the first to accept their Pacific environment, and 
to create 'wo:rks of art which for the first time were deliberately and unashamedly 
New Zealand in character'. The key writers for Wilson were Mason, Sargeson 
and Glover.165 Janet Frame, Helen Shaw, and Sylvia Ashton-Warner in the late 
1950s began their female divergence from the norm. As Evans says, 'Curnow 

164Ngaio Marsh, 'Women on Women', in.Landfall, 33, 2 (June 1979), 101. 
165Phillip Wilson, 'A New Literature of the South Pacific', in The American Quarterly, VI, 1 (Spring 

1954), 66-71 (p.67). 
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set the picture straight in a review of Coal Flat in which he referred to Spinster 
as if Pearson's novel were a norm from which Ashton-Warner had deviated'.166 

Curnow implied that Ashton-Warner did not orientate her main character 'within a 
world whose limits are known', and did not suppress the authorial ego; Coal Flat 
'leaves the rest of New Zealand fiction looking a bit sketchy and self- conscious' .167 

As some male writers moved beyond the critical realism of the provincial writers 
towards what Jones calls the post-provincial writing of the late 1960s and 1970s, 
novelists such as Maurice Gee and Maurice Shadbolt inherited a male line. 168 In 
poetry, American influences of the late 1960s sired another male rebellion from 
the male norm by way of a new generation of Freed poets establishing through 
their literary journal and slim volumes their right to speak for middle-class men. 
Arthur Baysting collected a body of their worlc into The Young New Zealand Poets 
in 1973. He found it justified that only one woman-Jan Kemp-should find a 
place among eighteen male poets, since 

The majority of the verse submitted by women was reasonably com
petent but of a two-dimensional quality-too often cliched or overly 
sentimental. Those who did manage to communicate genuine emotion 
showed little control over their craft; the poetry often seeming to be a 
cathartic-at times almost an exorcistic-process. 169 

This reiteration of the male did not concern France, but it shows how deep-seated 
were the male prejudices against female poetry, and how long they took to dissipate. 

This chapter has shown that until the arrival to power of Curnow, Brasch, 
Sargeson, Fairburn, and Glover, women's writing was a lively and accepted part 
of New Zealand literature. But by the 1950s, women continued to publish in the 
mainstream only with difficulty; writers of light fiction and detective genres which 
have never attracted many male practitioners, flourished, indicating that many 
women wanted to write during the period and fitted where they might best find a 
niche. Janet Frame published her first volume, The Lagoon in 1951, giving notice 
of a renewed female voice, and that there were more ways than critical realism to 
portray society and individuals. But hardly anyone noticed. The Phoenix men, 
by annexing publishing and critical opportunities, shaped serious literature in their 
own image; it was as complete a revolution as one could imagine. Anne Else 

166Evans, Penguin History, p.197. 
167Curnow's review is reproduced in.Look Back Harder, pp.266-271 (p.268). 
168Jones, Barbed Wire, pp.100-02. 
169 Arthur Baysting, Introduction to The Young New Zealand Poets (Auckland: Heinemann Educa

tional Books, 1973), p.4. 
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describes the 1930s intelligentsia annexing the high ground of culture in New 
Zealand, and the woman writer being left 'a minor oddity, an outsider, not part 
of the great male mainstream' which was believed to be the sole presenter of the 
'real' New Zealand.170 So successful were the Phoenix men that most people today 
are ignorant of their pre-1930s literary heritage, and of the dominant part women 
played in it 

170 Anne Else, 1mpublished lecture, Victoria University, 1987. 
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3 
Literary Criticism in New 
Zealand 

Quis judicahit ipsos judices? 

We've far too many critics--all bow-wowsers 
who pump up praise from platitudinous bowsers, 
inflate flat tyres, wipe windscreens, quickly jump 
to pour their oil in anybody's sump. 
Our local critics cut most curious capers: 
they search for truth, yet work for daily papers. 
They're something strange, a kind of currant bun 
of journalese and poetry in one. 
The magpies and the starlings of the race, 
there's nothing that their efforts don't deface. 
Eaten alive by advertising vermin 
they "do" an Empire Special, or a sermon, 
duly report the Drainage Board's agenda, 
and then begin reviewing Yeats or Spender. 

(From The Arraignment of Paris by Denis Glover)1 

There's a gross lack of criticism in New Zealand. It's all a sort of gang-warfare 
conducted with pea-shooters. They either over-praise or over-condemn, and invari
ably use the occasion to exhibit their neuroses .... 

(Letter from A.R.D. Fairburn to Denis Glover, 1935.)2 

1Christchurch: Caxton, 1937), unpaginated. 

'The Letters of A.RD. Fairburn, p.92. 
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The 'lady poet' has been a figure of fun in New Zealand (male) literature for decades, 
a symbol for the gentility and amateurishness from which the Reality Gang strove to 

escape. 
(Roger Horrocks, 'The Invention of New Zealand' .)3 

Chapter Two traced the steps by which the new male line of 1930s writers be
came the Establishment of New Zealand letters. Chapter Three examines criticism 
in New Zealand, in particular the critical climate established by the Phoenix men 
as arbiters of literary taste, and their attitude towards women writers. The first 
section looks at critical standards and the craft of the critic in New Zealand, and 
the second section discusses criticism of women's writing. 

Critics and Standards 

Writing in 1946 A.R.D. Fairburn said it was essential for New Zealand to have high 
standards of criticism: no civilised state could exist in an artistic sense without sys
tematic criticism, or a 'tradition of taste and judgement' to guide the development 
of standards, and to foster heightened appreciation of the arts. 'The case for criti
cism is simply the case for order, as against chaos; and for knowledge, as against 
ignorance'.4 Criticism in New Zealand, however, has seldom reached the heights 
Fairburn envisaged, and more often than not, it has been extremely contentious. 
Until recently, there were few professional critics; the task of reviewing books 
and of writing general literary criticism was done by part-time amateur critics who 
were usually creative writers themselves, by scholars whose primary expertise lay 
in other fields, such as history or sociology, or by versatile journalists who could 
tum a hand to reviewing in between reporting boxing matches or flower shows. 5 

Peter Smart noted the overlapping of writer/critic roles: 

The size of our literary world has meant that our writers have often 
had to act as critics for one another, or has meant that our critics 
have felt obliged to show that they can be practical Kiwis by writing 
themselves. . . . The situation can be, and has often become, embar
rassingly incestuous. Literary jealousies and camps, the in-fighting 

3ANDIJ (October 1983): 9-14, 17-30 (p.21). 
4 A.R.D. Fairburn. 'The Arts are Acquired Tastes', in The Woman Problem and Other Prose, edited 
by Denis Glover & Geoffrey Fairburn (Auckland: Blackwood & Janet Paul Ltd, 1967), pp.159--65 
(pp.160, 161, 165). 

5J.C. Beaglehole reported that just after World War II, the editor of the Evening Post told the 
Wellington Chamber Music Society 'that any reporter could cover a concert, unlike a rugby match, 
which called for a technical expert and writer of skill. .. '. Beaglehole, 'New Zealand Since the 
War: 4. Politics and Culture', Landfall, 15, 2 (June 1961), 138-52 (p.151). 
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which results, can sometimes stimulate creativity in response, but will 
more often be damaging. 6 

Roger Horrocks noted the distrust of critical theory among writers, readers and 
critics, and the 'demand for a down-to-earth culture, for a move away from "theory" 
towards "reality" '. 7 'Down-to-earth' criticism usually implied a pragmatic, or' seat 
of the pants' approach. 

The heart of the critical problem in New Zealand was ambivalence over the per
son of the critic. Writers tended to be outraged at critics as a body, but overlooked 
the fact that they themselves were also the critics. The writer/critic suffered from a 
Dr Jekyll-and-Mr Hyde complex: a writer is easily hurt by the barbs of critics, but 
in changing into the person of critic, the writer sheds a super-sensitive skin and be
comes a fearless and not too diplomatic promoter of Excellence, castigating those 
falling short The reader of such writer/critic criticism is unsure of its impartiality: 
it may be prompted by jealousy, score-settling, or self-promotion. Much of the 
to-and-fro criticism between Curnow and the Wellington group must be seen in 
this light. Or the opposite might have been the case: writer/critics mutually praise 
each other's books to boost reputations, help sales, or to ensure being repaid in like 
manner. Whichever is the case, the reading public receives unreliable criticism. 

Who has criticised the critics? Nearly everyone. R.A.K. Mason felt that as 
well as there being no interest in New Zealand writing in 1925, 'There was no 
proper criticism; no standards of criticism'. 8 As mentioned in Chapter One, James 
Bertram hoped Phoenix would foster 'the integration of national consciousness, 
the focussing of contemporary opinion upon local needs, the creation of cultural 
antennae, the communication of definite standards of taste ... '. In the second issue, 
J.A.W. Bennett wrote, 'we are suffering, not from criticism, but from a prevalence 
of pseudo-criticism', or from the 'puffing up' of books. 9 

Newly arrived from Australia, H. Winston Rhodes thought New Zealand Au
thors' Week (1936) revealed a low level of criticism, especially criticism pertaining 
to New Zealand circumstances: 

It is a very great pity that no honest, forthright criticism, sympathetic 
and discerning as it is frank, has yet been produced in New Zealand. 
What is wanted is not the patronising pomm y or the sentimental patriot, 

6Peter Smart, 'The Function of Criticism', in Landfall, 32, 4 (December 1978), 291-92 (p.291). 
7Roger Horrocks, 'No Theory Permitted on These Premises', inAND/2, (February 1984), 119-37; 
p.133. 

8 Sam Hunt, 'New Zealand's First Wholly Original, Unmistakably Gifted Poet: An Interview With 
R.A.K. Mason', in Affairs, 5 June 1969, 23-25 (p.23). 

9J.A.W. Bennett, 'After Which', in Phoenix, l, 2 (July 1932), 40-41 (p.40). 
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for the one cannot think in terms of local conditions and lacks the 
sympathy which encourages at the same time as it condemns, and 
the other is so busily engaged in collecting samples of New Zealand 
culture that discriminating criticism is forgotten.10 

Rhodes blamed this latter group of 'uncritical vulgarisers' for damaging Authors' 
Week. 

E.H. McCormick regretted the absence of good critics in his Letters and Art 
in New Zealand (1940). Apart from a few reviews in Phoenix, he found criticism 
poor, reviewing suffered through 'the absence of any accepted standards', and 
through a lack of journals in which 'standards could be defined and maintained ... '. 
Newspapers carried reviews, and the best appeared in The Press, Otago Daily Times, 
and the Southland Times. 11 McCormick's own survey of literature was a broad 
historical overview, rather than a close, textual analysis. 

In 1945, M.H. Holcroft regretted 

[h]ow seldom can we find it [criticism] employed in a dispassionate 
and objective analysis! There is nearly always an impression of heat 
beneath the surface. Opinions are put forward in the form of assertions, 
dogmatic and final. We reason too much from prejudice, and are 
impatient with objectors. 12 

The Phoenix men, university educated and confident, set themselves up as 
critics, and where necessary, established their own journals to print their criticism, 
as discussed in Chapter 1\vo. The critical writings of Allen Curnow are extensive 
and important enough to require a whole study in themselves; suffice to say here 
that his mandarin stance and assertiveness about appropriate language and subject
matter for New Zealand, and about what was good and bad, while providing a 
valuable chart through largely unexplored waters, became also obstacles which 
all writers and critics had to confront. Horrocks described the role of Curnow 
as being like that of the museum caretaker: not only was Curnow the caretaker, 
but he designed the museum, championed the artists, selected their best work and 
arranged it for display.13 Poets writing on subjects not approved by Curnow had a 
hard time. 

Louis Johnson suffered Curnow's criticism both as a poet and as editor of the 
New Zealand Poetry Yearbook from 1951 to 1964. Johnson regretted the lack of 

10H.W. Rhodes, 'Authors' Week', in To,rwrrow, 2, 22 (13 May 1936), 20-21 (p.21). 
11 McCormick, (1940), pp.171, 199-201. 
12M.H. Holcroft, Encircling Seas (Christchurch: Caxton Press, 1946), pp.20-21. 
13Roger Horrocks, 'The Invention of New Zealand', in ANDI] (October 1983), 9-30 (p.9). 
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critics to defend new poets, so that poets had to answer Curnow themselves. Most 
critics, said Johnson, were 'dry and static' university lecturers, remote from the 
life of letters, too derivative and conservative, unable to cope with new works 
because they lacked comparison and were not imaginative themselves. 14 Fairburn 
accused Johnson of being ambivalent about the critic's role: 'Mr Johnson seems 
to be tom two ways, between disgust with arrogant, impudent, or merely ignorant 
reviewing, and recognition of criticism as an integral part of conscious creation in 
art'. Fairburn felt Johnson showed his ambivalence by claiming in the introduction 
to Yearbook, 4 (1954) that 'I believe far more in the least of the poems in these 
volumes than I do in practically any statement written about them by the critics'. 
Then, said Fairburn, Johnson followed this immediately with, 'I do not believe that 
everything in them is good-or even true poetry' .15 

In the first issue of the Wellington periodical, Arachne (1950), the poets W. 
Hart-Smith and W.H. Oliver exchanged letters on criticism. Hart-Smith thought 
critics too harsh, frightening off young writers, whereas poets would benefit more 
from as wide a publication as possible. Oliver argued for high standards: 'If 
criticism is soft- pedalled in the interest of tender creativity, silence or dissembling 
must be the result, and public dishonesty the spectacle'; that would not be good 
for the arts.16 Criticism worried Wellington writers in the 1950s. Peter Dronke 
wrote an editorial in Salient: New Zealand was in urgent need of continual good 
criticism, not just now and again as in Cumow's anthology introductions, or in 
Baxter's Recent Trends in New Zealand Poetry (1951); New Zealand must not be 
grateful for any writing and waive criticism.17 

A further critical debate was over whether New Zealand writing should be 
judged according to international ideas of excellence, or whether new writing 
should be protected by different, lower standards so that writers would not be 
deterred. It is a common problem in emergent literatures, and concerned writers 
to Landfall until the late 1970s. The double-scale of values debate began when 
Lawrence Baigent reviewed Mary Ursula Bethell's poetry for Landfall in 1951; he 
described her as 

... a major poet in terms of our own literature, and a minor poet in 
relation to the English poetic tradition. The distinction must be made 

14Louis Johnson, 'The Shadow of Conservatism', Salient: Literary Issue (September 1953), 
unpaginated. 

15 A.R.D. Fairburn, 'The Poets' Progress', review of New Zealand Poetry Yearbook, 4 (1954), in The 
Woman Problem, pp.113-127 (pp.114-5). 

16W.H. Oliver, Arachne, 1, 1 (January 1950), 22-24. 
17Peter Dronke, editorial in Salient: Literary Issue, July 1952, 2. 
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since the time is not yet come when criticism of New Zealand literature 
can profitably dispense with a double scale of values. 18 

Oliver wanted international standards; he replied to Baigent in a Landfall 
letter, claiming that any poetry written in English must stand and be judged with 
'the body of English poetry', since 'the only true value is the value within the whole 
tradition'. The 'tender environment of the greenhouse' will do New Zealand poetry 
no good; the critic must damn the bad and applaud the good. Oliver believed New 
Zealand had not yet achieved a distinctive New Zealand voice, and until that 
happened, critics should not apply a distinctive New Zealand standard.19 Baigent 
replied that he did not advocate lowering New Zealand critical standards, but 
New Zealand literature should be subject to 'the highest and strictest standards of 
critical appraisal'; the double standard was meant rather to show the 'importance 
of ... [Bethell's] work in relation to the writing of poetry in this country than with 
attempting any estimate of its absolute value as poetry in the English tradition' .20 

Jonathan Bennett suggested that Oliver's single standard would be unkind, 
repetitive and tedious: 'By his refusal to recognize one standard for England's 
poetry and another for New Zealand's, Mr Oliver throws upon the critic the task 
of belabouring every New Zealand poet for falling short of England's best. For the 
plain fact is that our best is about on a level with England's second best ... '.21 

Charles Brasch made two contradictory statements on the topic, separated by 
seventeen years. In his 'Notes' of December 1954, he wrote that the emergence of 
an imaginative order of New Zealand's own will denote the country has come of 
age, but it will be slow and difficult to trace. In the meantime 

Every work with even the mildest charge of imaginative vitality there
fore assumes for the time being capital importance (which it will 
certainly lose later) . . . . And this is the real reason for the double 
standard of criticism, which undoubtedly exists and is far too valuable 
to be dispensed with .... n 

Yet, in his 'Conversation' with Ian Milner, Brasch said he did not apply a double 
standard of criticism to stories or poems: 'Either they're good enough or they're 
not . . . . and you judge them in the light of your reading of the best contemporary 

18Lawrence Baigent, 'The Poetry of Ursula Bethell', Landfall, 5, 1 (March 1951), 23-30 (p.24). 
19Landfall, 5, 2 (June 1951), 158. 

:wLawrence Baigent, letter to Landfall, 5, 3 (September 1951), 237. 
21 Jonathan Bennett, lei:ter to Landfall, 5, 3 (September 1951), 237-38. 
22Charles Brasch. 'Notes', Landfall, 8, 4 (December 1954), 247-49 (p.249). 
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work in other countries'. 23 

According to Geraets, Brasch was protective towards certain Landfall writers: 
he 'often encouraged a certain type of response, particularly in reviews, which 
resulted at times in a closed-quarters feeling, especially for literature'. Brasch 
chose reviewers who would be kind to Ruth Dallas, such as James Bertram, and 
ones who would be harsh on R.A.K. Mason, because Brasch did not like Mason's 
poetry.24 Brasch chose Roger Savage to review Mason's Collected Poems, and 
the result was an unsympathetic review.25 Charles Doyle wrote to Landfall to 
protest about the choice of Savage: 'You owed it to Mr Mason (and, incidentally, 
to us) to commission a review from a critic long familiar with the poet's work and 
background .... A Collected Poems seems an occasion for summing up rather than 
cutting the poet down'. 26 

New Zealand's critical standards established by the Phoenix men were Eu
ropean, and local writers were hard-put to measure up. Ambivalence towards 
European culture was never resolved by the 1930s men. While they rejected cul
turally inappropriate 'Kowhai Gold', European-style writing, with its facile veneer 
of local colour, and while they thought that they were writing the first sustained 
'New Zealand' literature, they regretted also the separation from European culture, 
as Rhodes pointed out Discussing the poetry of Brasch, Fairburn, and Curnow, 
he noted a tendency for them to be perpetual exiles, bemoaning the awfulness of 
New Zealand. It was particularly noticeable in Brasch's The Land and the People 
(1939). Brasch, said Rhodes, ' ... has a grievance with New Zealand. He cannot 
love it as much as he would like to do. He misses those ancient traditions, those 
time-honoured buildings, the music, painting, the sculpture, the intellectual stim
ulation which he finds elsewhere'. Rhodes felt it was important for artists to stop 
being exiles, regretting the lost 'culture' of Europe.27 Oliver writes that Brasch 
in Landfall, 'propounded a cultural ideology that was eurocentric and elitist'.28 

Kendrick Smithyman took the debate into the 1960s: the double standard arose, he 
said, from the perceived humbleness of New Zealand culture. Its presence denoted 
the writer was uncertain of a place 'in relation to his countrymen', and felt 'the 

23Ian Milner, 'Conversation with Charles Brasch', Landfall, 25, 4 (December 1971), 344-72 
(pp.359-60). 

uGeraets, 'Land[ all Under Brasch', pp.84-85. 
25Roger Savage, review of R.A.K. Mason, Collected Poems (1962), in Landfall, 17, 3 (September 

1963), 286-90. 
26Charles Doyle, letter to Landfall, 17, 4 (December 1963), 421. 
27H.W. Rhodes, 'These Two Islands', Tomorrow, 19 July 1939, 600-02. 
28W.H. Oliver, 'The Awakening Imagination', in Oxford History of New Zealand (Wellington: 

Oxford University Press, 1981), pp.430--61 (p.431). 
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ambiguousness of his relation to his nominal language'. 29 

Also in 1965, the double-standards issue arose over two critiques of Sargeson 
in Landfall. Professor D.F. McKenzie's review of two Sargeson plays noted with 
surprise that Professor E.A. Horsman's earlier essay on the Collected Stories used 
critical terms in connection with Sargeson 'that might appear without embarrass
ment in an appreciation of Shakespeare'; it was more to the point that 'We must 
surely put away the micrometer and pull out the yardstick' .30 Bruce Mason felt the 
problem was one for academics, while practitioners such as Sargeson and himself 
were too busy fostering a climate to receive their plays; to compare Sargeson with 
Beckett, as McKenzie did, was irrelevant, and yardsticks were often tools used by 
an elite to keep out newcomers. Oearly Mason felt critics with their yardsticks 
were not helping emergent drama: 'The problem ... is not standards. The problem 
is how to create a dramatic climate and under it, how a play can live and be'. 31 

The double-scale of values debate reflects uncertainty about the critic's role in 
relation to emerging literature during the 1950s, and lasting until the late 1970s. 
The critic of integrity must have found it hard to fit somewhere in between being 
brutally harsh or patronisingly gentle, depending on whether a single- or double
standard was used. While harsh criticism might reduce a writer to tears, too 
kindly criticism would raise doubt about the work's value internationally. It is no 
wonder the relationship between critic and writer was fraught. As modes other 
than critical realism appeared in the 1950s-as with the work of Janet Frame-it 
was harder to find competent critics. Louis Johnson noted in the late 1950s that 
writing no longer had common 'backgrounds of theme and experience'; criticism, 
therefore, became too complex for quick analysis and summing up using only 
broad generalizations.32 Reviewing of books was piecemeal, and the lack of 
critical theory noted by Horrocks (above) became more apparent Geraets found 
that during Brasch's time as editor of Landfall, there was little sign of theoretical 
criticism. 33 

Keith Sinclair wrote a tongue-in-cheek piece on critics (himself included) in 
1953. He commented on the incestuous nature of much reviewing in New Zealand: 
'. . . there is the abominable custom of asking poets to review poets; novelists, 

29Kendrick Smithyman, A Way of Saying: a Study of New 'Zealand Poetry (Auckland: Collins, 
1965), pp.15, 16. 

30D.F. McKenzie, 'Wrestling With the Angel', in Landfall, 19, 3 (September 1965), 293-95 (p.295); 
E.A. Horsman, 'The Art of Frank Sargeson', Landfall, 19, 2 (June 1965), 129-34. 

31Bruce Mason, 'Professor McKenzie and Frank Sargeson', in Landfall, 20, 1 (March 1966), 88-
90 (p.90). 

32Louis Johnson. Introduction to New 'Zealand Poetry Yearbook, 8 (1958-59), pp.8-9. 
33Geraets, 'Landfall Under Brasch', pp.84-85. 
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novelists; and critics, critics'. It was mutual flattery, so that 'each assures us of 
the other's merit and the other of his undying regard'. If a critic was harsh on 
a fellow poet-as Sinclair said he had been on Cresswell-it could give mortal 
offence; criticism then becomes too dangerous, and the danger induces paralysis 
of the critical faculties. Personalities replace principles. 34 

Curnow noted the lack of professionalism among critics in 1963: 

A New Zealand literary critic is ... fumbling, self-conscious, and self
mistrustful. He wants somebody somewhere else to tell him. If he 
has a hunch, he has neither the confidence to back it without shiftiness 
and ambiguity, nor (and I think this is almost general in, say, Landfall 
and the Listener) the techniques to put a strong case persuasively, 
convincingly. He is happiest praising a work which has so little to say 
for itself that he can make up the story that isn't there.35 

Curnow believed there were few critics who could deal adequately with a new 
work. 

In 1964, Alistair Campbell objected to the conformity engendered by criticism, 
and felt angry about the 'partisan critique that has prevailed here for more than 
twenty years'; in particular, he regretted the damage done to a poet-in this case 
Glover-by his trying to conform to the perceived tradition of his day, rather 
than following his own poetic instincts. Reading Glover's work in quantity, said 
Campbell, made him 'doubt all the standards that have been applied to verse in this 
country'. 36 

Professional critics, academics trained in literary criticism, did not escape 
accusations of incompetency. Sinclair thought only R.A. Copland of Canterbury 
promised to redeem criticism.37 Roger Robinson also praised the critical writing 
of Copland, who with Bertram, contributed to the New Zealand Writers and Their 
Work series; they 'write as well in their own mode as Brasch and Sargeson'.38 

Charles Doyle, academic, critic, and poet, objected in 1966 to Landfall criticism 
which, he said, had been given over to junior academics who, with the exception 

34Keith Sinclair, 'The Intelligent Reader's Guide to New Zealand Criticism', Here & Now, 3, 11 
(September 1953), 26. 

35 Allen Curnow, 'New Zealand Literature: the Case For a Working Definition', first delivered as a 
lecture at the University of Auckland, 1963. ReprintedinLookBackHarder, pp.191-208 (p.194). 

36 Alistair Campbell, 'Glover and Georgianism', in Comment (October-November 1964), 23-33 
(p31). 

37Sinclair, 'The Intelligent Reader's Guide', 26. 
38Roger Robinson, 'Colleges For the Happy Colony: New Zealand Literature and the Universities', 

in Landfall, 32, 1 (March 1978), 80-90 (p.88). 
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of Owen Leeming and C.K. Stead, proclaimed their high analytical standards, 
but achieved only bigotry, negativeness, and lack of creativity.39 E.H. McConnick 
wrote to Landfall in 1966 about the recent standard of book reviewing: he regretted 

... the book review that is little more than an occasion for the display 
of animus or egotism. The reviewer is usually a junior university 
teacher who has himself published nothing of consequence, and he 
tends to treat works of the imagination-indeed books of any kind
as if they were student exercises to be marked, graded, and finally 
dismissed with faint praise or derision.40 

He gave as example A.J. Gurr's review of Noel Hilliard's Power of Joy and Gor
don Dryland 's An Absence of Angels; it seemed 'badly written, pretentious, and 
offensively patronizing' .41 

James McNeish thought C.K. Stead's lengthy review of Fairburn's Collected 
Poems was further sign of the academic critic at work, and needlessly destructive. 
It pointed again, he said, to a 'trend of literary criticism-evident in this country 
as nowhere else-which makes the writing of bloodless dissertations a popular 
pastime. They leave one unmoved, as Dr Stead's leaves Fairburn unmoved'.42 

Frank Sargeson believed the lack of professional critics and the ascendancy of 
the amateur critic was detrimental to literary criticism. Often newspaper criticisms 
were done by '. . . a heterogeneous collection of people, school teachers, and so 
on .... A lot of them are illiterate in the sense that they don't know what has been 
written in New Zealand; they don't know what has been written overseas; they're 
not particularly conversant wiLh principles of literary criticism ... '. 43 Sargeson felt 
it a pity that no one set out to be a literary critic in the way a writer sets out to be a 
writer. 

Wystan Curnow shared this view; in 1973, he described the lack of specializa
tion and professionalism among people writing early criticism: '. . . there is the 
tendency among artists and intellectuals towards multiple role-playing .... [and] 
the tendency of people to play roles above their cultural level. We produce the 

39 Charles Doyle, Small Prophets and Quick Returns: Reflections on New Zealand Poetry (Auckland: 
New Zealand Publishing Co., 1966), p.8. 

40E.H. McCormick, letter to Landfall, 20, 1 (March 1966), 105. 
41 Gurr's review in Landfall, 19, 4 (December 1965), 388-90. 
42Stead's review in Landfall, 20, 4 (December 1966), 367-81; McNeish's letter in Landfall, 21, 2 

(Jlllle 1967), 215-17 (pp.216-7). 
43Michael Beveridge, 'Conversation With Frank Sargeson' in Landfall, 24, 1 (March 1970), 4-27 

(p.12). 
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versatile man rather than the specialist, the amateur rather than the professional'. 44 

Curnow used as example three leading academic historians (Oliver, Sinclair, Chap
man) who wrote poetry and literary criticism; also among their collective activities 
were commenting on current affairs, editing a poetry anthology, editing a quarterly 
journal of opinion, and standing for parliament. While all this talent might be 
normal in a Renaissance Man, Curnow pondered on 'their restless careers [which] 
raise uncomfortable questions about how much more they might have added either 
to history or literature had they settled for one or another ... '.45 Curnow suspected 
there were not enough literate people in the small country, hence the multiplicity 
and consequent downgrading of roles. 

There is a further aspect of criticism: as a literature 'emerges' from beneath 
the cloak of the parent literature, there comes also the need for dissociation from 
what is thought inappropriate in the old, with a compensatory need to portray 
what is appropriate for the new. With critical realism established as the dominant 
mode post-Sargeson, readers and critics were concerned to isolate the 'real' New 
Zealand in what they read, often demanding accuracy of a high order. 'Authentic 
New Zealand' was a phrase used often in reviews. The role of Allen Curnow 
in prescribing what constituted authentic New Zealand poetry has already been 
discussed in Chapter1\vo. In fiction, 'real New Zealand' tended to be that revealed 
in the work of the school of Sargeson, depictions of a largely rural and unsophis
ticated society. Responding to the novelty of 'New Zealand' fiction, readers often 
expected 'reality'-realism to the letter, not merely an artistic approximation. It 
was no good the writer putting a character on the green Dunedin Number 6 bus 
to Normanby, when the reader knows-in fact, has travelled on-the red Number 
6 bus which everyone knows, runs to Opoho. Essentially a practical people, few 
New Zealand readers were ready to make the imaginative leap needed to enter a 
truly fictional world controlled by the writer to suit his or her purpose. Thus life 
and fiction were often confused. 

But finding the 'real' New Zealand had been the task of earlier writer/critics. 
Clara Eyre Cheeseman wrote in 1903 that she expected realism in fiction: 'We insist 
that the writer should hold the mirror up to Nature, and not give us scenes and char
acters which only his own distorted visioneversaw'.46 lsabelM. Cluett (Peacocke) 
required faithful representation of scene. She praised E.S. Grossman's 'faithful 

44Wystan Curnow, 'High Culture in a Small Province', in Essays on New 'Zealand Literature, edited 
by Wystan Curnow (Auckland: Heinemann Educational Books Ltd, 1973), pp.155-71 (p.159). 

45Ibid., p.160. 
46Clara Eyre Cheeseman. 'Colonials in Fiction', in The New 'Zealand Illustrated Magazine, VII, 4 

(January 1903), 273. 
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description of life and scenery on a bush fann ', but criticized the writings of Rose
mary Rees because they lacked a recognizable New Zealand scene.47 Katherine 
Mansfield regretted that Jane Mander in The Story of a New Zealand River dropped 
in names oflocal flora as she tried to portray a realistic picture of New Zealand: 'it 
profiteth us nothing', wrote Mansfield, thinking more of British readers, for whom 
the words would have no referent. Mansfield found that on occasion, there were 
moments 'when we catch a bewilderingly vivid glimpse of what she really felt and 
knew about the small settlement of people in the lumber-camp ... '.48 

M.H. Holcroft wrote a Listener editorial in 1961 on the topic of authenticity. 
He noted that readers expected short stories to be 'factual narratives', or even 
social documents: 'Our pragmatic temper reveals itself in a reluctance to make any 
concession to fancy. Artistic effect, which must be the writer's aim, is disregarded. 
Writers are judged, again and again, on questions of fact which for them are of 
secondary importance, or barely relevant'. Holcroft's editorial was prompted by a 
letter from a Wellington reader who doubted the veracity of a Listener short story, 
'The Taupo Road', in which it was claimed women do not change vehicle wheels. 
The letter-writer wished to make it known that women do change wheels.49 

It is easy to criticize simple-minded readers for expecting stories to be 'social 
documents', but such a requirement had added philosophic under-pinning over 
and beyond a general desire to recognize 'New Zealand' in local works from a 
general movement towards left-wing social realism which sprang up in Europe 
and New Zealand in the 1930s. In New Zealand, the chief proponent of social 
realism was H.W. Rhodes, who published his views prolifically in Tomorrow. He 
believed that Western society was astray from its proper path, and it was the job 
of the artist to bring society back to its working-class roots, through works written 
in sharply-delineated realistic detail. Rachel Barrowman writes that 'the aesthetic 
of realism' was a central idea of left-wing culture, and in literature, this could be 
seen working as 'reportage': '"Authenticity" was the essential criterion by which 
left-wing literature was critically assessed'.50 

Furthermore, Rhodes believed writers should affirm and be reverent towards 
life's 'true' values, to counterbalance the 'rot' in Western society which was gripped + :t 
by a 'death impulse'. Rhodes was optimistic that there were 'true' values, and it "Otts +l.iou.s'-,.1 fk,,, • 
was the writer's task to isolate them.51 How Rhodes brought this attitude into 

47Isabel M. Cluett, 'Women Writers of New Zealand' (1929), 59. 
48Katherine Mansfield, review of Mander in Athenaeum, 9 July 1920. 
49M.H. Holcroft, 'The Facts of Fiction',New Zealand Listener, 13 January 1961, 8. 
50Rachel Barrowman, A Popular Vision, pp.21-2, 24. 
51Barrowman, op.cit., p.55. 
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his practical criticism may be illustrated by his review, and that of his younger 
colleague, R.A. Copland, of novels by David Ballantyne. Ballantyne, never quite 
accepted into the inner circle of critical realist novelists, had the misfortune to 
be measured up and found wanting by the Canterbury University moralists twice 
in 1963. Copland took him to task first for his lack of a heroic hero in The Last 
Pioneer(' a modem pioneer of decidedly reduced stature'), and for the 'feeble' con
flict between two 'feeble' parties, the product of a (negatively) dull environment52 

Rhodes' review was more pointed, underpinned by a wider philosophical justifica
tion for the need for optimism. So dispiriting did Rhodes find And the Glory that 
he borrowed Virginia Woolf's question to ask, 'is life like this'? Rhodes preferred 
T.S.Eliot's requirement for the poet to 'see beneath both beauty and ugliness, to see 
the boredom and the horror and the glory'; clearly, Ballantyne was not seeing 'the 
glory' beneath what Rhodes called the 'drab revelation of sub-standard spiritual 
housing'. Hence, Rhodes failed to see the irony in the novel's title.53 

Within the period Ruth France was writing, social realism was still the preferred 
mode, with Sargeson its greatest practitioner, regarded as New Zealand's pre
eminent fiction writer. Critics sought realism above all else. In 1951, and before 
the Writers' Conference affirmed critical realism, Stuart Perry wrote: 'the prime 
function of imaginative fiction is to reflect and interpret life, and of local literature 
to interpret life through the society and natural accidents of a particular place'; he 
felt that 'Fiction must have a social content'.54 In his report on the Conference, 
Robert Chapman validated the work of writers who depicted the harsh realities of 
New Zealand life, and 'the potential role in creative writing and in criticism of a 
consideration of the social and moral patterns ... '; while this does not make writers 
into sociologists, said Chapman, they do have a sociological function.55 

Chapman expanded on this concept in his 1953 essay, 'Fiction and the Social 
Pattern', in which he saw writers fulfilling a sociological role as well as a fictional, 
in recording the patterns of New Zealand life: ' ... the writer here must as a first step 
achieve the illusion of realism; must detect and present what would be taken for a 
photograph of reality by an audience which has neither an album nor so much as a 
snap'.56 The photographic metaphor shows what importance Chapman placed on 
realistic detail, on mimesis over imagination, in order that the awful Puritan heart 
of New Zealand might be recognized and reformed. Chapman articulated most 

52 Lawrence Jones makes this point in 'The Novel', p.154; R.A. Copland, review of The Last Pioneer, 
in Landfall, 17, 2 (Jl.llle 1963), 195-96. 

53H.W. Rhodes, review of And the Glory in Landfall, 17, 4 (December 1963), 391-92. 
54StuartPerry, 'LitenuyCriticism inNewZealand', inP.EN. Gazette, 30(March 1951), 1-7 (pp.2,4). 
55Robert Chapman, 'The Writers' Conference', 226,227. 
56Robert Chapman, 'Fiction and the Social Pattern', 31. 
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clearly and gave fresh impetus to a trend long present in New Zealand writing. Not 
all commentators approved. Ian Gordon wrote that New Zealand had inherited a 
social conscience from its earliest days of settlement, not only since the world-wide 
left wing movement for reform of society in the 1930s. A type of missionary zeal 
to create a better society had always been present, a reflection of the evangelical 
mood of nineteenth century Britain. This contributed to the 'social content' of 
writing. In 1944, he wrote: 

. . . nineteenth century moralising has come down into many of our 
present day writers and readers. In many circles in New Zealand a 
writer has no hearing unless he can prove that he has a social conscience 
and that his work has 'social content', and too often ... it is demanded 
of the writer in New Zealand that he should share the New Zealand 
passion for reforming the world.57 

John Geraets found that Landfall critics placed great importance in their re
viewing on whether the writer showed 'fidelity to social, or national, or historical 
experience'.58 Geraets' view may be supported by looking at B.M. O'Dowd's re
view of No Remittance by Dan Davin. 0 'Dowd felt that the early chapters in which 
Davin took his hero through Auckland and Wellington, failed 'to actualize either 
character or situation. Once Southland country and Southland people are reached, 
Mr Davin is at home and the level of accuracy and interest both rise sharply'. Davin 
is best dealing with Southland Roman Catholics and the New Zealand Division, 
according to O'Dowd; while he found No Remittance not as good as Roads From 
Home, O'Dowd said it was of interest because of its-

. . . reflection or mirroring of the social pattern. . . . Its real interest 
lies . . . in the perceptive and sympathetic though unsparing picture 
of the Southland community; for this reason it belongs in that tradi
tion of New Zealand novel writing, broken only last year [by Janet 
Frame and Ashton-Warner?], in which the major interest does lie in 
its contribution to a picture of the social pattern. 59 

O'Dowd had absorbed Chapman's thesis and vocabulary thoroughly. 
Pe maps realism itself is to blame for the 'authentic New Zealand' syndrome. 

The reader's desire for absolute accuracy merely represents a valid response to 

57Ian A. Gordon, 'Katherine Mansfield New Zealander ', inN ew Zealand New Writing, 3 (Wellington: 
Progressive Publishing Soc, 1944), pp.58-63 (p.60). 

58Geraets, 'Landfall Under Brasch', p.85. 
59B.M. O'Dowd, review of No Remittance by Dan Davin, in Landfall, 13, 2 (June 1959), 180-81. 
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the genre taken to its logical conclusion, that is, expectation of exact pictures. 
Impossible to deliver as required, realism met its match among the pragmatic 
people of New Zealand, and was shown to be a fallible mode. Frank Sargeson 
was harsh to scorn the 'run of the mill critic' who confuses life with literature by 
saying, "But I've been down at Coromandel, or whatever, this Easter; I know that 
place and it wasn't like that'.60 Sargeson aroused his readers' desire for accuracy 
by creating vivid pictures of life, bpt ironically, the leading exponent of realism 
was not trying to create photograpfi'°'images of society, since that was not, in his 

,i 

opinion, the artist's role. Sargeson was taken to task by a Listener correspondent 
in 1948 over an error of fact in his radio talk about Katherine Mansfield: Sargeson 
had the ferry making 'The Voyage' from Picton to Wellington, instead of the other 
way about. A minor point, said Sargeson: 'it is the business of a story long to 
outlive its raw material'. 61 

Critical realism tended to be strongly masculine in tone, as ifto counterbalance 
the 'effeteness' of decadent European cUlture ana tne perceived femaleness of 
Kowhai Gold. Barrowman notes that Rhodes advocated qualities of 'virility', and 
'rough vigour' in writing.62 Writing not in that mode tended to be neglected or 
misunderstood. In 1968, Patrick Evans wondered if the trend in recent (male) 
fiction to represent a broad cross-section of society did not stem in part from 
traditional New Zealand reluctance to bare emotion or delve deeply, preferring 
instead to skim the surface, while novels by women such as Frame, Ashton
Warner, and Joy Cowley tended to be committed to the individual rather than to the 
group; women put weight on the spiritual rather than the social. 63 Lawrence Jones 
later described this spiritual or non-realistic tradition as 'mirrors and interiors', a 
tradition which he sees running parallel to the other from as far back as Mansfield, 
and not recognized as such by critics attuned to the realism mode. 64 The neglect 
of Hyde and Devanny may be explained by this 'hole in the net' of New Zealand 
fiction. Some male writers also slipped through the net: Peter Simpson argues 
the case of R.H. Morrieson, who, not being a realist, was 'assumed to be either 
incompetent or beneath serious consideration' by the literary 'establishment'; he 
also worked in isolation from other writers.65 Simpson sees Sargeson as part of 

60Beveridge, 'Conversation With Frank Sargeson', in Conversation in a Train, p.155. 
61 Letter from 'J.S.' (Wellington) to New Zealand Listener (27 August 1948); reply by Frank Sargeson, 

10 September 1948. 
62Barrowman, p.232. 
63Patrick Evans, review of Nest in a Falling Tree by Joy Cowley in Landfall, 22, 4 (December 1968), 

421-24. 
64Lawrence Jones, Barbed Wire and Mirrors, pp.6-7. 
65Peter Simpson, Ronald Hugh Morrieson (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1982), pp.55, 12. 
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the problem: he was such a pivotal figure that everything pre-Sargeson 'has been 
mostly depicted as the skinny weakling whose main function is to show up by 
contrast the strapping youth which displaced him' .66 All were measured against 
the norm of Sargeson. 

In the 1950s when Ruth France began to publish, literary criticism was embry
onic. Good criticism was being called for to complement the growth of imaginative 
writing, but more often than not there was wide resentment among writers and some 
readers over the perceived amateurishness of book reviewing, arising from inade
quate knowledge of the field past and present, coupled with a dearth of theoretical 
underpinning, and in some instances from inappropriate bias. A population of 
under three million threw up few trained critics, and could hardly support literary 
magazines of the English variety towards which many of the literati still looked 
for guidance; apart from Landfall and the Listener, there were few journals to print 
reviews or articles on literature. So much depended upon Land/ all, and while it 
arose from a fine sense of timing and an act of courage and faith which still has the 
power to inspire, it also reflected overly the tastes and preoccupations of its editor, 
who, on the one hand.,wanted to help uncover a genuinely New Zealand literature, 
yet on the other, expected the works he published to grow out of a gentlemanly 
European tradition in mode and tone. There was debate over the worth of any local 
criticism because of the double-standard being applied to New Zealand works, and 
this undermined faith in the intrinsic value of New Zealand writing put beside 
works from the parent culture: a novel may be judged excellent in Eketahuna, 
but how would it go in London? Writers lacked confidence, which contributed to 
the 'self-consciousness, verging on the morbid' which Vance Palmer noted among 
them at the 1951 Writers' Conference.67 It is easy to see why writers assembled 
at the Conference would latch on so vigorously to advice about what they should 
be writing and how they should be writing it, and to see how Chapman's 'Fiction 
and the Social Pattern', Baxter's 'Recent Trends', and Pearson's 'Fretful Sleepers' 
became so enormously influential for that generation. They help create an agreed 
path which, if followed, would provide philosophical justification, and a comfort
ing strength in numbers. Critical realism was the favoured mode, with writers 
expected to write from a left-wing, anti-Establishment viewpoint, attacking the 
enemyJ capitalism.Jand exposing its selfish heart. 

While Horrocks was to write in 1983 that 'The New Zealand tradition has never 
been monolithic-somewhere there have always been alternative styles of reading, 

ti6Peter Simpson, 'Recent Fiction and the S argeson Tradition', in Journal of New 'Zealand Literature, 
1 (1983), 17-29 (p.18). 

67Vance Palmer, 'The New Zealand Writers' Conference', inMeanjin, 10 (1951), 163-67 (p.164). 
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alternative fictions', in the 1950s and early 1960s, the alternatives were not often 
recognized as such.68 

Women Facing the Critics 

And I think it is fair to go on and say that the feminine tradition is the minor tradition. 
That's not a reproach though, not necessarily .... 

(From a radio talk on Katherine Mansfield by Frank Sargeson.)69 

he said, naughty girl, you must not 
just do wacky language for the hell of it ! 
must not be flouted. respect our trivial concerns. 
man's work, how else will the structures survive? 
thus spake he, how else will we conduct 
sensitive & crucial negotiations? 

(From 'Wacky Language' by Cilla McQueen)7° 

A.R.D. Fairburn was said by his biographers to be 'the quintessential New 
Zealander'; he defined not only 'a generation of New Zealand humanists. Fairburn 
defines an era'.71 Fairburn's misogyny shines through his writings. The 'quintes
sential New Zealander' had no time for women's writing, a fact he made known 
widely through letters, reviews, and lectures: he spoke of the Menstrual School 
of Poetry,72 dedicated to false romanticism, of young women poets who kept pho
tographs of Rupert Brooke on their dressing-tables.73 Women's writing lacked 
the essential elements, he said, of 'brains, bile, guts and so on'. Eileen Duggan, 

68Horrocks, 'The Invention of New Zealand', p.10. One contemporary reviewer to see the importance 
of an alternative fiction was Dorothy White (Ballantyne), who reviewed Janet Frame's The Lagoon 
(1951) thus on radio in June 1952: 'This review had better begin with a plain statement. Janet 
Frame's Lagoon is an important book. Here is a collection of twenty-four stories which will rank 
in New Zealand literature beside Katherine Mansfield's Garden Party and Frank Sargeson's Man 
and his Wife'. Frame was important for White because 'No New Zealander before her has used this 
[everyday New Zealand] speech so poetically, for what is really a lyric purpose', thereby valuing 
and confirming for New Zealanders their own experience through literature. (Typescript of radio 
talk, in possession of Heather Murray.) 

69In Conversation in a Train, pp.28-33 (p.29). Talk given in 1948 and printed in the Listener 6 
August 1948. 

70Landfall, 39, 4 (December 1985), 493. 
71 James & Helen McNeish, Walking on My Feet: A.RD. Fairburn 1904-1957, a Kind of Biography 

(Auckland: Collins, 1987), p.ix. 
72Fairburn, Letters, p.95, letter of 5 June 1935. 
73 A.R.D. Fairburn, an Introduction to New Zealand poetry, Voices, 133 (Spring 1948), 2-3. 
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known to Fairburn as "Colleen" Duggan, or "La Duggan", was 'highly competent' 
but lacking these qualities. Robin Hyde had a 'technical gift', but seemed 'very 
thin and treacly', and her writing was vulgar.74 The success of women writers irked 
Fairburn because he believed 'The literature of women is simply an inferior graft 
on the literature of men', even if one or two were more sensitive than any man. 
In particular, he resented the acclaim of Mansfield. He was prepared to concede 
her sensitivity, even her genius, but 'It is a little annoying, perhaps, for the male 
population of these islands that a woman should have taken such a large slice of 
our intellectual fame; but let us thank the gods for giving us at least one writer of 
genius, even if she was a woman'.75 

Other male writers were also cross at the success of Mansfield, and compensated 
by labelling her craft minor, good of its kind, but small. An editorial in the Otago 
Daily Times for Authors' Week (1936) stated that while Mansfield 'practised a small 
though perfect art', New Zealand still awaited the 'great writer' .76 Curnow quoted 
an unpublished letter from Geoffrey Potocki de Montalk to Fairburn in which he 
wrote, 'K.M. has had one most deplorable result-that of giving N.Z. women a 
swelled head'.77 "Vulcan" wrote to Tomorrow to protest against Professor Sewell's 
claim in the New Zealand Herald that Mansfield was New Zealand's best writer and 
only world figure; "Vulcan" believed this was not so, since he knew of' at least three 
New Zealanders [who] have written better poetry than Katherine Mansfield, and 
poetry is a higher and more "Indubitable contribution to imaginative experience" 
than prose'.78 Frank Sargeson put Mansfield into the 'feminine tradition', which 
is 'the minor tradition'. 79 

Fairbum's opinion of Robin Hyde has been noted already. She was misunder
stood by her contemporaries, consistently criticized for sentimentality and lack of 
discipline. 'J.C.B.' commented in a 1945 review that although Hyde was an inter
esting person and talented, she wrote uninteresting verse which was slack, verbose, 
and without tension: 'She wrote and wrote, she never reached a final statement. 
She is typical'. 'J.C.B.' moved on to Dowling, Baxter and Glover: 'You can invest 
in any of these without a nasty feeling of being had .... They 're individuals, they're 

74Fairburn, Letters, letters of 19 November 1943 (p.131), 7 Jlllle 1936 (p.101), and 8 April 1947 
(p.158). 

75Fairburn, 'Katherine Mansfield', 69, 71. 
160tago Daily Times, 27 April 1936. 
77PenguinBook of New Zealand Verse (1960), p.57, Note 1. 
78"Vulcan", Tomorrow, ID, 19 (21 July 1937), p.599. "Vulcan" was D' Arey Cresswell (seeSargeson, 

p.217). 
79Frank Sargeson, radio talk on Mansfield, 28 July 1948, in Conversation in a Train, pp.28-33 

(p.29). 
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careful craftsmen, respectful to their medium, they know the meaning of discipline 
and deliberation, and concentration'. 80 Curnow criticized her 'habit of sentimental 
posturing', her frequent unusual subject-matter ('many and curious occasions for 
verse'), her lack of discipline so that 'it seems she wrote impulsively and did her 
best unawares'. In a later assessment, he wrote: 'Her writing was near hysteria, 
more often than not, and she was incurably exhibitionistic', not to mention vulgar, 
her career in journalism having almost destroyed her talent. 81 

Charles Brasch knew Hyde as a novelist, as a journalist, and as a 'writer of 
lush romantic verse'. He too felt that journalism spoiled her writing, and she 
was never free of its influence: 'her early verse in its jaunty facility, thick with 
the cliches of a literariness she was never able to strip away completely ... .' Her 
writing suffered from the white-heat recording which journalism requires, and her 
best work came from events 'allowed to mature in memory ... .' 82 M.H. Holcroft 
said of her writing in The Godwits Fly: ' ... she's inclined to write in a breathless 
and feminine way, as if for a woman's magazine. She doesn't have the masculine 
quality, the controlled strength, which one notices in exceptionally good novels by 
women'. He concluded that this was not a very important novel.83 

Robin Hyde's work was marred for the 1930s male writers by its lack of mas
culine outlook and-control. As middle-class males, they inhabited a different and 
more secure world from Hyde's; they could not sympathize with her precarious
ness, nor bend to accommodate her writing in the mainstream. Charles Brasch 
was surprised to hear from Hyde that she contributed to the New Zealand Rail
ways Magazine: 'I did not know of it'.84 It is surprising Brasch did not know the 
magazine; it began in 1928 as a monthly, and enjoyed a circulation confirmed by 
the Auditor General of no fewer than 20,000 copies per month since 1930. Brasch 
was out of touch with Hyde's world, its hand-to-mouth survival strategies, and the 
whole 'underworld' of journalism where female creative writers eked out supple
mentary earnings. To Hyde, the privileged young men, some of whom turned out 
as special constables during the Queen Street riot, were 'Glaxo Babies'.85 

80 'J.C.B.',. review of Lyric Poems of New Zealand, 1928-1942, in New Zealand Listener, 8 June 
1945. 

81 Curnow, introductions to A Book of New Zealand Verse (1945), pp.24, 37, and to Penguin Book 
(1960), p.57. 

82Brasch. Indirections, pp.337-39. 
83M.H. Holcoft, Islands of Innocence: The Childhood Theme in New Zealand Fiction (Wellington: 

Reed, 1964), pp.21, 22. 
84Brasch. Indirections, p.338. Yian Tze Ang's thesis draws attention to this point, p.7. 
85 James Bertram, 'New Zealand Poets in Retrospect', radio talks given 30 September-IO November 

1985, unpaginated. 
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Bunkle et al, in their introduction to Nor the Years Condemn, discuss the 
distance between Hyde's world, and the privileged world of white middle class 
males to whom Hyde was an outsider, belonging almost to a sub-culture not known 
by Curnow, Bertram, Brasch, Mulgan, and Fairburn. Alienation from society was a 
frequent Hyde theme, and the 'limitation of the gruff, pragmatic, masculine voice', 
which she saw dominating New Zealand writing concerned her. 86 This sub-culture 
provided Hyde with her subject-matter: Heather Roberts discusses the subject 
matter of Passport to Hell and Nor the Years Condemn: ' ... Hyde provides us with 
an interpretation of a kind of life that had not been encountered in New Zealand 
fiction before; small wonder that the upper-middle-class Brasch and Bertram had 
such difficulty in accepting what she had written'. Hyde's neglect until the 1980s 
is evidence of female neglect by the male literary establishment, according to 
Roberts.87 

Hyde did not receive serious critical attention. Anne Else noted that the 
important posthumous collection of poems, Houses by the Sea and the Later Poems 
of Robin Hyde (1952), was not reviewed in Landfall, despite Brasch's friendship 
with her in England.88 Bertram reassessed Hyde in 1952: he said she was 'never 
a favourite writer with the avant garde of the thirties'. 89 Hyde did not write like a 
man, and the male mind could not imagine another mode. The treatment of Hyde 
illustrates the dilemma women writers were in: they were frequently criticized-by 
Fairburn for instance-for writing tame, passionless pieces, but when Hyde wrote 
with passion, it was considered 'vulgar', ill-disciplined, not thought out rationally, 
and near hysteria. Male writers and critics seemed to distrust strong, unsifted 
emotion, particularly in women: beneath the surface of Mander, Devanny, Hyde, 
and Mansfield, there was a sexuality these men did not wish to acknowledge for 
fear of what it might let loose, impinging on the status quo and on male notions of 
sexuality. It was better to say that women did not detach themselves sufficiently 
from their subject-matter, or view it with a cool, rational, ironic mind. Dennis 
McEldowney wrote that this 'intensity of feeling' exposed writers such as Mander, 
Devanny, Hyde, Frances Keinzley, and Frame 'to the dismay and sometimes 

86Bunkle et al, pp. v, ix, xxv. 
87Where Did She Come From?, pp.81, 79. It should be noted, however, that there was a move to 

republish Hyde's novels in 1960: J.H. Richards, editor of Reeds Publishers, wrote to the Listener 
(29 January 1960) advising readers that he wished to republish the novels, but was handicapped 
by the 'lack of working copies of the books themselves'; he asked to borrow copies of Check to 
Your King, Passport to Hell, and Nor the Years Condemn. 

88Else, 'Not More Than Man Nor Less', 423. 
89James Bertram, reprinted in FlighJ of the Phoenix: Critical Notes on New Zealand Writing 

(Wellington: Victoria University Press, 1985), p.18. 
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hostility of their contemporaries'. To the dismay of McEldowney as well since 
often, he said, emotion is too raw, not grounded in 'acceptable fonn, orin any form 
at all', a 'problem' he found in Ashton-Warner's writing.90 

Kendrick Smithyman criticized many female poets for being women before 
they were poets; he wished to see more shrewdness, irony, wit, and venturousness 
in tackling domestic themes.91 It was a no-win position. Linda Hardy thinks there 
was not 'an iron law of sexual discrimination operating' in the neglect of women 
writers such as Hyde, Bethell, and Devanny: 

Nevertheless, there is a sense in which the women are internal exiles, 
never quite admitted to full membership of that literary club known 
as the 'tradition', where the lineage of influence tends to be traced 
through the male line, and writers find support through male networks 
of friendship and mutual patronage.92 

A poet closer to Ruth France in age was Ruth Gilbert. If ever a poet was 
out of tune with her critics, it was she. Her second volume, The Sunlit Hour, 
was widely panned. J.C. Reid reviewed it for the New Zealand Listener; some 
of Reid's phrases are among the most commonly used in male assessment of 
women's writing: 'quiet', 'tidy', 'commonplace', 'lacks passion', 'carefully-made 
lines', 'control offeeling', 'feminine tenderness', 'generates little excitement', 'has 
the negative virtues of not straining for effect', and 'a delicate sensibility' .93 Reid 
damned with faint praise. 

C.K. Stead reviewed Gilbert for Land/ all. He found the verse 'unpretentious, 
simple, direct, carefully made', but 'unpretentious', 'simple', and 'carefully made' 
in Stead's vocabulary mean 'dull', or the 'complete absence of a truly poetic 
imagination'; 'direct' means 'embarrassing female topics'-Stead would rather 
not hear about the child in the poet's womb. 'Purity' stands for prudery and a lack 
of the sexual experience which all poets need: Stead found Miss Gilbert's tone is 
the 'whispered prayer, perfectly articulated by a girl at finishing school'. Stead 
was happy to pass on quickly to the other poet under review: 'When Mr Louis 

90Dennis McEldowney, 'Sylvia Ashton-Warner: a Problem of Grounding', in Landfall, 23, 3 
(September 1969), 230-45 (pp.234-35). 

91 Kendrick Smithyman, 'Post-War New Zealand Poetry: 3. The Clayless Climate', Mate, 10 
(December 1962), 29-42 (p.42). 

92Linda Hardy, Introduction to Dragon Rampant by Robin Hyde (Auckland: New Women's Press, 
1984), i-xviii (p.xiv). 

93J.C. Reid, review of The Sunlit Hour by Ruth Gilbert, New Zealand Listener, (29 March 1956), 
12. 

80 



( 

-< 

Johnson comes on to the scene we know at least that we are dealing with a poet'.94 

Willow Macky's response to Louis Johnson's review of Gilbert has been dis
cussed in Chapter Two. In the review, Johnson adopted a frequent male response to 
female poetry, the arch and orotund tone, half-way between poking fun and being 
seen to be scrupulously fair as a critic should: 'One rather gathers that the apparent 
simplicity of the poems is somewhat old-fashioned'. The trouble with Miss Gilbert 
was that she was not serious about her poetry (despite publishing two volumes): 
' ... what Miss Gilbert shows annoyingly with a number of other writers of her sex, 
is a lack of intention or engagement in her work'. Women such as these do not 
engage in 'the drama of life', resulting in poetry 'too smooth', 'too easy', and in 
'shallowness'. 95 

Tom Crawford reviewed Ruth Gilbert and found her 'obviously and conven
tionally feminine'. There were 'few real poems' in the volume, many of her 
'pieces' being 'either sentimental or false or pretty-pretty'. The poems of a mother 
mourning her dead baby in 'Still Born' offended: Crawford thought the lines, 
'and impotently I/ Rock anguished arms' 'offends slightly against euphony and 
taste ... .'96 It seems strange that Ruth Gilbert should be accused oflack of engage
ment with the dramas of life and lack of passion, when she could write of the feeling 
of a mother with a still-born child. 'Female' topics caused men of this generation 
embarrassment; they were not 'life', they were women's matters, best left behind a 
veil. Louise Bemikow described this feeling as typical of male response to female 
writing; men could not cope with female sexuality, the workings of female bodies, 
or female rage or anger directed against men.97 Mary Ellmann thinks that the word 
'feminine' is used by male critics 'like a grimace'; it 'expresses a displeasure which 
is not less certain for its being undefined' .98 

Male critics, with few exceptions, held women to blame for the worst excess 
and derivativeness of the 'Kowhai Gold' school, despite that book being fifty-fifty, 
male to female poets. D' Arey Cresswell wrote a stem review of it, concluding, 'so 
long as girls will be girls, books, it seems, will be books the world over'. 99 Few 
male critics were prepared to concede that women's poetry could differ from male 
poetry, yet be valid. In 1985, Ian Wedde drew attention to the differing structural 

94C.K. Stead, review of The Sunlit Hour by Ruth Gilbert, Landfall, 10, 2 (Jlllle 1956), 151-3. 
95Louis Johnson, review of The Sunlit Hour, Numbers, 2, 2 (March 1957), 28, 30. 
96Tom Crawford, review of The Sunlit Hour, Here & Now (May 1958), 30. 
97Louis Bemikow, The World Split Open: Four Centuries of Women Poets in England and America 

(New York: Vmtage Books Random House, 1974), pp.5, 7. 
98Mary Ellmann, Thinking About Women (London: Virago Ltd, 1969), p.37. 
99D'Arcy Cresswell, 'New Zealand Poets: review of Kowhai Gold', in The New 'Zealand News 

(London), 91 (18 November 1930), 11. 
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line of the poetry of Baughan, Bethell, Duggan, Rawlinson, the often original use 
of language, and 'a code of alert irony which has seldom been recognised' .100 

Female poets must have felt the male publishing world against them in the 
1950s and 1960s. In 1951, Stuart Perry listed the following as literary critics of the 
day (strangely omitting Curnow): E.H. McCormick, John Reid, Randall Burdon, 
David Hall, A.R.D. Fairburn, M.H. Holcroft, and Alan Mulgan. The critical world 
of New Zealand was perceived as entirely male.101 Patricia Godsiffrecorded Denis 
Glover's response to her poems: 'When I timidly proffered my first book of poems 
to Denis Glover his verdict was immediate. "Your function is to be a wife and 
mother: the world can do without your little posies of flowers" '.102 Ian Cross 
recorded the resentment felt towards women writers at the 1959 Writers' Confer
ence; although Cross seems marginally 'on the side' of women, his condescension 
is clear: 

There were a great many women present. They sat about in their 
dozens, like those sensible wives in attendance at any Anglican synod 
who look as though they are wondering what all the fuss is about. 
The New Zealand female, bless her, has discovered that her feet on 
the ground make good foundations for writing. Most of the time she 
writes only humble little pieces, although they are nearly always fully 
realized; but quite regularly she produces work that is very impressive 
indeed. There was a slight tendency on the part of some men to resent 
her presence at the conference in the more stolid and middle-aged 
shape. But when the New Zealand male stops thinking in terms of the 
Palace and the Skyscraper, he might do as well as often . 

. . . women writers have the solidarity of an oppressed minority, 
whereas they actually enjoy a thumping majority. 103 

Cross confirmed the large amount of published work by women ('a thumping 
majority'), yet the attitude towards their work was such that they felt themselves 
to be an oppressed minority, unsure of their place at a writers' conference. 

Not all male critics misunderstood or devalued female poetry. James K. Bax
ter's percipience about Ruth France will be discussed in Chapter Six. He felt 
domestic topics were valid in poetry and, treated intelligently, they might give 

100Ian Wedde, Introduction to The Penguin Book of New 'Zealand Verse, edited by Ian Wedde & 
Harvey McQueen (Auckland: Penguin Books (N.Z.) Ltd, 1985), p.36. 

101 Stuart Peny, 'Literary Criticism in New Zealand', 2. 
102Patricia Godsiff, 'Memorandum on the Muses', Spiral, 1 (1976), 23. 
103Ian Cross, 'Writers in Conference', Landfall, 13, 4 (December 1959), 308-10 (p.310). 
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useful insights into a wider sphere than that experienced by men. Writing of Mary 
Stanley's volume, Starveling Year, he said: 

It is no discourtesy to say that Mary Stanley writes like a woman, 
and so has produced poetry peculiarly her own, and though supported 
by a considerable intellectual scaffolding, by no means cerebral. Her 
themes are often domestic (a word much abused); but the anxiety 
of a mother for her child, or the love of man and wife, are related 
to a wider context of human separateness, mortality, and Christian 
religious belief.104 

Baxter felt that female writers were pressured towards 'paralysing conformity': 
Robin Hyde was 'representative of a large group of women writers whose move
ment toward an intellectual rebirth has been smothered by social pressure and their 
own sense of inferiority and isolation'.105 

In conclusion: most women's writing after the 1930s was reviewed by male 
critics who ·were largely out of sympathy with female modes of expression and 
subject matter. It may be likened to a newspaper editor asking a vegetarian reporter 
to cover the Meat Board's Annual Dinner. The male standard was the only standard, 
and it took an exceptional writer such as Katherine Mansfield, Mary Ursula Bethell, 
or Robin Hyde to earn some grudging praise, but even then, their achievements 
were outside the main-male-tradition: there was New Zealand writing, and 
women's writing. Criticism has been the poor relation of literature; professional, 
impartial critics, able to open up a work for the benefit of writer and reader, with 
a detailed knowledge of its progenitors, were few until comparatively recently. 
Most were amateurs, who wore many hats; their impartiality has often been in 
doubt Squabbling through the pages ofliterary journals-such as the squabbles of 
Curnow and the Wellington men-was destructive. A woman bringing out a work 
of fiction, or a volume of verse in the 1950s and 1960s, was tossing her baby to the 
wolves . 

104James K. Baxter, review of Starveling Year, New Zealand Listener, 24 April 1953 . 
105James K. Baxter, 'The Fire and the Anvil' in James K. Baxter as Critic, pp.13-69 (p.28). 
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Ruth France's Writing: Themes 

Given a certain kind of society, you may reasonably expect a certain kind of novelist 
(Frank Sargeson)1 

In the two preceeding chapters, I have defined the male tradition of writing 
established by the Phoeni.x men from the 1930s, reaching its apogee during the 
1950s, and the accompanying rise of literary criticism, also dominated by Phoenix 
and its philosophies. It is time to look at Ruth France, who was bringing out her 
first books in the 1950s. Chapter Four works in tandem with Chapter Five. How 
did the literary climate suit her, and how did she suit it? Chapter Four looks at 
the themes France chose)n an attempt to see how influenced she was by the canon 
of work established by her fellow-writers, looking firstly at her three novels and 
secondly, at her poetry. Chapter Five discusses France and the critics. 

It must be said straight away that France is not concerned with 'society' at large; 
indeed, she sees no society working beyond the individual. Her characters are on 
their own, even if for various reasons, they are drawn together in temporary groups. 
So Chapman's and Baxter's idea of the writer's task being to acknowledge the social 
'pattem'-a pattern Sargeson felt to be 'pretty obvious'-and to portray society 
at large is not adhered to by France.2 She is out of step with her contemporaries 
in a very basic way. Furthermore, France lacked faith in any power to assuage 
humanity's awful lonely plight; there are no lights at the end of France tunnels, 
with the exception of a dubious light waved about at the end of The Tunn..3el, a 
light so falsely beaming that readers conversant with the whole France oeuvre must 
suspect the motives of the hand that waves it. 

1 '0ne Hundred Years of Story-Telling', (1953) in Conversation in a Train, pp.71-77 (p.75). 
2Ibid., p.72. 
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Ruth France's main theme is the existential one of humanity's faint foothold on a 
hostile land, coupled with a sense of personal loneliness-- 'the dreadful loneliness 
of spirit I ... suffered all my life' .3 This gap at the heart of life leads to fear, 
insecurity, mistrust, narrowness, and introversion. France writes most often about 
the natural world, our lack of accommodation with it, and the lessons that must be 
learned for survival. It is a bleak theme, devoid of any belief in an ameliorating 
religious faith, or in any redemption, but there is some consolation in brief moments 
created in crises when the human plight is illuminated temporarily, and set in better 
perspective though not relieved, and by the knowledge that the journey is a shared 
pilgrimage even if the sharing is at a very perfunctory level. Pilgrims may help 
each other, either through love, or by an instinct for self-preservation. 

The Race (1958) is full of a brooding sense of danger, turmoil, and unquiet, as 
the yachtsmen pit themselves against sea, weather, and coastline. The women wait
ing on shore are hostages to male foolhardiness; they are temporarily disoriented 
and cut adrift as if at sea themselves, bereft of male support and the comfort of 
their daily routines. The race against nature begins in the sanctuary of Wellington 
Harbour on a cold and blustery mid-summer morning. No one checked the weather 
forecast, but 'in the boat harbour there was an air of confidence' (p.9); sailors were 
in 'the state of optimism in which men set out on a journey, that almost divine be
lief in their own invulnerability' (p.21). Yet 'the yachts looked pitifully small, like 
petals flung on the water' (p.13), and the city itself, which to most people, might 
represent humanity's victory over nature, looked to the narrator 'from a distance, 
... like nothing less than graveyards, bleached by sun and wind to the resemblance 
of pale monuments, or heaps of bones. So they might look in ages to come, when 
we are all gone ... '(p.32). France had used the same imagery in the 1949 poem, 
'Return Journey'. Similarly at Lyttelton, there is a sense of people trying to build 
for permanence on an unreceptive land: 'terraces of little old cottages, and stone 
walls built so many years ago to keep the little habitation of man from falling into 
the sea. A little habitation it must have seemed, a hundred years ago. So small 
against the enormous void of the wilderness' (p.148). 

Ruth France believes the nature of the land itself has determined our behaviour: 
people are formed by the struggle with it, and come to resemble it Laurie, who is 
the thinker on board the yacht, realizes in a special moment of illumination during 
the storm that his earlier holidays in the foothills contained a truth about life in 
New Zealand: 

Here was where you felt intensely the real meaning of the scene where, 
if life for the humans in it was hard and uncompromising, then this 

3Ruth France, 'A Fallow Year', unpublished story, 1960, France Papers, Box 5. 
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life was reflected in the hills, bare and screed with shingle, and in the 
stony wastes of the river-beds .... Here, never for a moment were you 
free from the implications of wind and weather. Of life itself. (p.115) 

The land shapes everything upon it; people and buildings take up characteristics of 
the land. Laurie remembers going to a country dance-hall-

that lay beside the river-bed like the bleached bones of a whale. Lack 
of paint and the action of wind and weather had silvered the ancient 
weatherboards to something that shone in sunlight and glowed at night 
like a pale moon among the pine trees. The colours of this land were 
nearly always pale, drawn by the strength of the overwhelming sun 
in summer, the grim frosts and snows of winter. Pale gold of faded 
tussock, the white stony wastes of shingle and rock of river-bed, remote 
dim blue of sky were only relieved by the brighter gold of gorse, the 
black-green of clusters of pine trees, and the blinding white of the 
snow peaks behind, an unearthly backdrop (p.115). 

In the unpromising spot, Laurie met an unlikely-looking girl and fell in love. She 
is portrayed as unromantically as the landscape, seated alone on a bare wooden 
bench, wearing pink silk, black woollen stockings and clumsy shoes, 'with her 
hands clasped nervously in her lap and her feet pushed under her as far as she was 
able. She had brown hair, eyes blue-grey as the snow torrents in the gorges, and 
looked as shy and nervous as the deer of the remote ranges' (p.116). Her appearance 
and behaviour echo the landscape itself. Seated apart on a hard, bare bench, dressed 
inappropriately and without style, clearly uneasy in her predicament, she might be 
seen as a parable of the human plight. No one fits in. 

Mary, wife of skipper Alan, feels alien to land and people: she is out of her 
element on both land and sea. Married to a man who continually takes risks 
and feels no fear, she is always in danger of losing whatever security she has. 
She is isolated. and lonely (p.17). Because life is insecure, people withdraw into 
themselves and focus only on their own survival: 'All that was ever real was the 
little ant-heap in which one happened to be at the moment ... '(p.32). Everyone 
suffers alone: 'But how little we can do for each other ... '(p.184). People repress 
deep feeling in order to survive: 'When things get bad for me I go into a kind of 
coma. I freeze. I can do everything I must, but I don't feel'(p.93). Withdrawal is 
the only defence for people in a hostile world, lest 'the fear of the unknown ... will 
ultimately absorb them'(p.76). The result is selfish preoccupation and narrowness 
of vision: 'How selfish we are, she thought We become so wound about with our 
own affairs. We don't want to think in other grooves', and people miss the chance 
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to become aware 'of other ways of life and their meanings'(p.31). At sea, Con 
withdraws into inertia and silence because he cannot cope with danger: 'Con was 
beyond feeling anything. He had become an automaton'(p.95). 

Mary visits her sister, who is a nun in a convent, and again feels isolated as 
they discuss their shared childhood; Mary realizes that Felicia's recollections of it 
are different from hers: 'If the two of us were to write the story of our childhood, 
she thought, nobody would know it as the same drama. And she felt again the 
awful sense of isolation, the inaccessibility of mind which is a root of evil'(p.34). 
Mary cannot communicate her fear of the tenuousness of life to Alan because 
fear is an alien concept to him, and he is not one for intellectualizing: he gets on 
with life. By simply accepting, he has found his element and is at one with his 
surroundings. Mary imagines the look on his face as he sets sail: '. . . Alan would 
take the wheel himself, and he would have that look of being utterly content and 
at peace with the world which filled him when he was a part of surging sea and 
straining canvas'(p.16). Alan has a way to survive, living by instinct, honing his 
practical skills, and by remaining insensitive to the deeper feelings of those around 
him. This insensitivity is not spelled out in the novel, but can be deduced from the 
way he continually puts family well-being at risk for his own pleasure, and from 
his refusing to let Laurie talk about his guilt in pushing Con overboard; Laurie 
will have to live with that (p.173). Alan is one of those who 'lived by instinct. 
Who didn't chew everything over and seldom questioned their own motives, but 
did things because they wanted to, and that was that: 6,.54). Having built 'Shadow' 
himself, he trusts its seaworthiness, and although lie hears news that one yacht 
is lost in the storm, giving up is not an option: ' ... even though the voyage was 
becoming a matter of life and death, Alan, except in the very last resort, would not 
consider giving up the race and using the engine' (p.102). 

Ruth France wrote a poem, 'For A.' (September 1956, unpublished), in which 
she expressed the contrast between herself and her sailing husband: while she was 
at sea, literally and figuratively, he was at home, 'in deep/ Fusion with this your 
whole world', whereas 'I reach for what escapes; white/ And icy horizon always 
beyond touch ... '. He is like the mollymawk which ' cut[s] continents/ Of air 
with the wings of your ship; / No haven, home is; or needed. / No storm but is 
soared upon, song;'. But she is 'circled with death / On every horizon, and cannot 
enter / Tide of your love, of your loved world'. 4 After the race, Alan now shaved 
and tidied, ties up at Lyttelton and remarks over his shoulder to questioners, ' "It 
wasn't so bad" '(p.192). Mary's reaction is to acknowledge that this time, they 
were reprieved: 'But Mary ... had been aware of the fineness of the reprieve, the 

4 All unpublished poems are in the Ruth France papers, Hacken Library. 
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enormity of the force they had, this once, eluded'(p.181). 
The world is mystifying and unsettling to all except the insensitive, but in 

moments of crisis, Ruth France shows there may be some enlightenment of the 
human predicament. During the race, Laurie learns of his weakness-he pushes 
Con overboard-and his strength-he rescues Con: 

Exhilaration filled him. He had felt it before, and knew it was the 
result of danger overcome, but it was none the less sweet, and for a 
long time the memory of that hour alone at the wheel was vital to him. 
He would be afraid again, he was wise enough to know, but for the 
present he enjoyed what victory was theirs, and could shut his mind 
to the moments when they were near disaster. (p.158) 

For a short moment, he sees a pattern in the universe; it all seems to make sense, 
and he is part of it: 

To know a country from such a distance, when all that held one was a 
tiny craft of pitiful strength in the face of its adversaries, was to tum 
again to the thought of magic, and unknown gods, and familiar spirits 
of hills and mountains. To see the unity of sea and sky and cloud and 
mountain, as interlocking tides. And to know the relation of all things; 
that land was the immobilized motion of the waves of the sea; it was 
only time that gave to the mountains an impression of permanence; 
it was only time, again, that melted the cloud landscapes with such 
a show in insubstantial nothingness. All had integration and reality. 
(p.165) 

The moment is soon spoiled as he remembers his guilt about Con: 'Don't spoil the 
day, he cried. Toe words choked as though he had said them aloud. Don't spoil 
it all! But it is spoiled. All is spoiled for ever'(p.166); there is no lasting 'firm 
anchorage' for him. 

Absent from all France's writings is any sense of close and supportive society 
offamily, friends, or neighbours. People do help each other, but in only superficial 
ways. In a crisis, people pull together for survival-that is, for the task in hand
but when the crisis is over, the temporary grouping dissolves away. Mary has her 
family, but at present it is more a source of further weakness and vulnerability than 
a comfort. Alan cannot comprehend her fears, and her boys weaken her ability to 
survive alone. Until she had the boys she was self-sufficient (p.16). Now, so much 
of her strength comes from Alan that she realizes there is nothing for her without 
him, 'Not a thing. Nothing matters. And yet the realization makes me angry' 
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(p.131). Without husband and children she is nothing, having no independent life; 
it is all very tenuous. Women waiting ashore, gather together in uneasy support, 
but the support is shallow and transitory: 'Let it be all right for her [Beatrice], 
thought Mary. Let it all come right, in the end. But how little we can do for each 
other, if it doesn't!'(pp.183-84). 

The nuns at the Hutt Valley fonn another group which has cut itself off from the 
world (as have the sailors). They are isolated, but have chosen the way of service 
to the community, and co-incidentally of greater personal security; there is irony in 
their serving the community better by withdrawing and living apart from it. Mary 
does not feel close to Felicia, and doubts the rationality of her choice; she cannot 
comprehend the denial of life in the world. The convent has a life independent of 
the world and it appears on the surface a busy and contented environment; as Mary 
waits for Felicia to finish her task, she listens to the alien sounds within: 

Everyone in the big house was occupied, with a tenacity that revealed 
itself in an occasional hurried rustle of footsteps and rattle of rosary 
beads. There was little to be heard of it, she had the feeling of every
thing being shut away somewhere, yet she could sense the busyness, 
the feeling of a complete world fulfilling its own purpose. (p.33) 

Mary thinks Felicia deluded herself in her choice, avoiding reality which exists only 
outside the convent. By submitting to God's will, she avoids taldng responsibility 
for herself. Felicia announces that she is to be sent on a mission to Tonga: 

'It's what I am here for. It has been a great sorrow not to have 
gone before.' 

Now you sound like your letters, thought Mary. Dear God, Felicia, 
where are you? The real you? 

'I'm very pleased for you, of course. It was what you wanted.' 
'There will be much to learn.' 
In more ways than one, thought Mary. Some part of me is glad 

she is going. Some part would be glad to see her certainty shaken, the 
devil within me, though she will sugar the pill with her unshaken belief 
in the will of God, and the deviousness of His ways in accomplishing 
His purposes. The more she experiences, though, the more chance we 
have of meeting on some common ground that would be pennanent. 
(p.35) 

The family is inadequate, but it is all Mary has. To create a secure family unit 
in a congenial environment must be her aim, as it has been for all her ancestors, 
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though none has yet achieved it. Such a goal elevates woman's biological role to 
primary position, and Mary can see nothing else so worthwhile. One must live for 
the future generation, the security of the 'known inheritance'. Lexie tells her she 
does not want children: 

'Doctors see you as a biological function.' Yet what else am I, she 
thought in despair. 0 Alan, Alan . 

. . . She [Mary] knew what Lexie was thinking. Of all there was to 
be done before she grew too old. A chaos of not knowing which came 
first, and which rewards were lasting, and which would turn to dust. 
And feeling the same restless urge that had pulled her grandparents 
to this last, lonely country pulling her back again to the warmth of a 
known inheritance, however despairing. A restlessness and a rootless
ness that time calmed-to what? Not acquiescence. Simply to lack of 
feeling, that one wore as an armour. (pp.44-5) 

The men survive the race by pulling together as a group. Only Con is found 
wanting, and Alan attributes his failure to age: survival is a young man's instinct. 
For the pragmatic Alan, there will be further races; a danger passed is a danger 
forgotten. He refuses to speculate or to blame: Laurie will have to live with his 
deeds and cope alone: 

Well, now it was over, the storm, the isolation gone. In a few hours 
they would have landed. And what, out of it all, was accomplished? 
The emotion of the last few minutes brought back his headache. He 
raised one hand to the intoierable pain. It will go soon, he thought. 
Everything goes. Everything at last is over. (p.176) 

The yacht race may be seen as a parable of the human condition. Once the 
race (life itself) has begun, the men are cut off from all other human contact (the 
radio breaks down), involved in a battle to the death against the forces of nature 
and against personal weakness. They see no other yachts and experience no sense 
of racing against others. At the end of it, very little is made of anyone winning 
the race, or receiving a prize. Alan's laconic final remark suggests he will not 
share his experiences with others. Laurie is too introverted to do so, and will suffer 
on alone. Alan very likely will survive better than Laurie: his real qualities of 
courage, decisiveness, and practical commonsense ensure his survival on land as 
well, but he will survive because of his blinkered vision. Laurie notes the basic 
difference of vision between them: 

In his two weeks with Alan he hadn't been able to understand the cause 
of Alan's optimism. Was it because Alan too held himself in check 
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for the bad time when it came? But no. Alan was so shocked and 
offended by ill luck that it seemed he never conceived it beforehand. 

He prepared for it, certainly. No stone was left unturned that his ship 
might be well equipped. But the faith in himself which was such a 
characteristic failed to visualize the actual fact of adversity. That was 
all to the good, thought Laurie. That was why Alan took on things 
that others wouldn't. And that was why he himself would always tag 
on in the rear, willing, but unsure of himself. (pp.26-7) 

Laurie sees that life is a race one is compelled to enter to survive: it is earning 
a living, building a house, raising a family so that the family may perpetuate the 
same behaviour pattern. He asks himself, 'and in the long run who was one whit 
better off? All energy had been absorbed into earning a living and carrying on 
the race, for what?'(p.54). Laurie left this race to enter the yacht race, because 
'one had to do something to make it worth while. Even if just to prove one's own 
worthiness, and was not afraid'(p.54). During the yacht race, Laurie decides to 
marry Beatrice, and rejoin the other race: 'He would marry Beatrice, if she would 
have him, because he knew now that he needed her. He was so much less than he 
wished to be ... '(pp.171-72). 

Ruth France continues her examination of humanity's tenuous hold on the land 
in lee Cold River (1961). As the blurb claims, it is 'a genuine regional novel' set in 
the North Canterbury area where France spent her early childhood. The influence 
of mountains, plain, river, and nor'west storms stayed with her all her life, no doubt 
contributing to her pessimistic view of life. The novel shows how a region shapes 
character and behaviour. The idea to write about the Waimakariri basin had been 
with her for some time. The novel was probably written in late 1958 and the first 
half of 1959. In November 1950, she wrote a poem called 'After Flood', in which 
she described human foolhardiness about rivers, thinking to have tamed them with 
concrete and imposed human will upon the landscape, until the flood comes: 

Then if I go on to official rancours-
If the owners ofbaches hadn't left them, despite 
Warning, inside the stopbank; if the farmers hadn't 
-But what's the use? Each is his own expert. 
All plot, forecast the bed, erect groynes in a fine fever 
Of foiling the river, age-long wanderer, age-wily 
In a wide sky. Foolishly we plan, build 
Cities, nourish the nervous public with concrete. 
To what intent? How beautiful, they say 
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On a summer Sunday; blue sky, shimmering shingle, 
Golden gorse in the river-bed bursting the eye-buds; 
White white crests, boats wind-breaking over the bar; 
And only prophets moan of the black morning 
After flood; of your toy cities, and of a day 
When there will be too little warning, too 
Little concrete, and no safe shepherding from disaster.5 

For France, life sprang from the North Canterbury plains: 'The whole of 
childhood, of a life, was cradled in the plains below, as the plains themselves were 
cradled in hills and mountains. Yet now so small, as never in childhood, when the 
land was a vast bowl edged by the distant ranges' (p.l). Viewed from the air, the 
plains seem neat and ordered, 'but the sprawling riverbeds would not conform, and 
spread from the mountain gorges in tangled skeins of grey, where water gleamed 
fitfully among the shingle' (p.2). The flatland is 'small, and lost, and vulnerable .... 
There was so little land among the giant rivers and the mountains on which to find 
a foothold' (p.3). The Waimakariri, 'Hurling itself out of a gorge' (p.5), plots its 
own wayward course, to the dismay of farmers and river boards who argue about 
controlling it. Most people, and 'nearly all women-put their trust in God and the 
appropriate authorities, who knew best and would protect them' (p.6). Even on a 
calm day, the power of the water is ominous: 

In the river-bed the gorse would still be a blaze of gold, ripe pods 
snapping in the heat, the harsh cries of dotterels and terns joining with 
the metallic note of grasshoppers in a symphony that rose and fell 
as the heat rose too, in waves and ebbing cadences of light from the 
too bright, too luminous, too white scar of shingle and broken water 
rushing through the calm countryside (pp.7-8). 

People have had to accommodate themselves to the river, making a tenuous stand 
wherever possible: 

The only sign of man was the dusty ribbon of road, the gorse and 
wire fences enclosing the grazing paddocks and the fields of wheat. 
Occasional stands of exotic trees sheltered the homesteads . . . but 
further out they would come to a barren stony land where the only 
wind-breaks were of black-green, skeletal pine trees (p.36). 

Once, driving this way, Julie and Thomas came upon a Maori wedding group; 
France again links people and landscape in her description of them. In the dark 

5UP., pp.15-16. 
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skins of the people and the red flowers of the bridesmaids, she sees reproduced 
something of the savagery of the land itself: '. . . there was no pastel prettiness 
of a city wedding. Dark skin and eyes and hair, the savage red of roses made an 
immediate alliance with the burnt plains and the rock ribs of mountains'(p.37). 
The bride glided over river stones, ruining her shoes and lace dress. 

So strong is the human need for a home that Julie has made a home for herself 
in this harsh landscape, unreliable as it is. Seated near the spot where the river 
rushes out of the gorge, she feels 'this is the place, the one place, the place above 
all others. This is where I am me' (p.44). Here the day seems to hum 'with 
indefinable life and purpose' (p.45). Using an image from the river itself, she fails 
to understand why this should be, but she knows that something 'makes me fluid 
with this landscape which is, all of it, home'. The earth itself and the vegetation 
provide further images of herself: 

[She] stayed there for a long time, feeling the pulse of the earth in the 
beating of her own blood. The harsh grass, the sandy soil, the dry 
scrub, manuka and broom and gorse in the river-bed, all dry, hard, and 
brittle, all warm, all tight with life, all crying out because I am crying 
for something . . . . (p.46) 

Some people in the novel are as violent, destructive, and wilful as the river 
itself. Aunt Mary, the unmarried sister of Julie's mother, is full of unconcealed 
violence, banging and crashing about the kitchen: 

Her voice was harsh. Everything Aunt Mary said, or did, was 
too vigorous, as though it was coming from repressed depths. As 
she worked, and how she worked, she punished the pans, the floors, 
the furniture she polished, the windows. These were the scapegoats. 
(p.10) 

On her mother's death, Aunt Mary lit a purging bonfire: 

That bonfire ranked in the family history with the sacking of a citadel, 
or Hitler's burning of books .... 

. . . the occurrence was a purging .... Aunt Mary an officiating witch, 
and all the humiliation of her life with Grandmother poked . . . into 
leaping tongues of fire that consumed yet did not end her fierce antag
onisms. (p.11) 

At the height of the flood, when everyone crams into the upstairs bedrooms, Aunt 
Mary takes a whole room for herself. Julie's unmarried sister, Kate, is shaping to 
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be like Aunt Mary, sensitive only to her own concerns and bitter, but to date she 
has worked out her antagonisms on patients and staff at her hospital. 

Julie's father, Henry, is the noisy centre of violence and disturbance around 
which the family revolves haplessly. He is full of dark hatreds at the world which 
has never given him a chance; he turns everything to his own advantage, and his 
wife and children are martyrs to his tyranny: 

'He really is impossible, Mother. He makes such a spectacle of us in 
front of other people' [said Kate]. 

'I thought you didn't mind. You've often said that what he did made 
no difference, that it didn't affect you any more.' Irony from Esther 
was unusual. 

'He can't hurt me, if that's what you mean. But really, people must 
think he's crazy.' 

'I shouldn't worry about it.' (p.60) 

Esther bears the brunt of his violence. Mostly she becomes pacifier to avoid 
confrontation, but she has periods of stubborn resistance and rebellion. Julie hates 
leaving her mother in a house full of Aunt Mary and Kate fighting for supremacy 
in the kitchen, and of her father, slashing at geraniums with his stick: 'All I can 
do, thought Julie despairingly, kissing her mother, is to go away each time and 
leave her in the midst of all this emotion, which either crushes her or brings her to 
a rebellion which is just as exhausting' (p.34). Esther feels sometimes she cannot 
continue: 

'. . . sometimes I feel I can't go on any longer. I can't stand any more 
of it.' 

There was silence. 

At last Julie said 'What could be done?' 

Another silence. 

'Nothing,' said Esther. 'Absolutely nothing.' 

They had been over it often before. (pp.194-95) 

Only rarely does the family see Esther's 'jutting chin and long, obstinate ear-lobes. 
She is Aunt Mary's sister, after all' (p.212). 

Julie's brother Bill is leaving New Zealand, not only for further study in the 
United States, but also to escape family and country, which are his roots. Julie 
remembers walking with him in the riverbed, Bill 'slashing angrily at the stones 
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with a willow wand, every now and then butting with his heel, and seeing nothing 
of the pale wintry landscape. He had been so sick of New Zealand that it was like 
a physical illness'. He wants to find kindred spirits; Julie asks, ' "Do you think one 
ever meets those kindred spirits?"' (p.21). At Bill's farewell party, France uses the 
landscape again to describe human behaviour: Julie 'was aware ofloneliness as an 
icefield, splintering into the crowded room so that she almost saw its desolation, 
felt the air grow rigid with cold, and gasped as it stung in her mouth and nostrils' 
(p.22). It is the narrow, inward-looking nature of New Zealanders, epitomized by 
his father, that Bill wants to escape: 'the sense of release from it all, the colonial 
outlook which should be free and flowing but is in fact narrow and provincial, the 
escape from it is like a cloud lifting as soon as one leaves New Zealand' (p.124). 

Julie herself is at a turning-point She recently lost a baby and suffered a 
breakdown. She fears she may lose her husband, Thomas, who is her only human 
support in the maelstrom of daily life. Uncertainty leads her to withdraw, alienating 
Thomas and destroying the balance of 'unforced harmony between them' which 
does exist at times (p.50). On waking, she sees insubstantial shadows, 'wavering 
and insecure, fluid where should be solid barriers against the world, and formless 
objects hung, corpses of what? among the moving images of leaves and branches' 
(p.95). Only Thomas can remove the dangers, so 'utterly without defences' is she, 
'so bottomless her despair' (p.95). Through Thomas, the landscape has become 
'now an extension of love and happiness', rather than a grim reminder of her 
unhappy childhood (p.104). But dark forces still exist to make her insecure, tossed 
about like a leaf in the riverbed; she is 'caught up in such force, the strong dark 
flow which runs in the land itself and in the river ... why does it not sustain me, 
instead of drowning and obliterating?' (p.109). The forces of the river in flood 
are the forces within her, building to crisis and disorder, and dropping away as the 
flood is spent and life goes on till next time: 

The strength that underlay the whole landscape was unleashed again. 
Roar of the nor'wester, roar of the river, these had filled her ears since 
early childhood, coming in the rhythms of those unknown forces she 
was so conscious of, which like the rhythms of the human heart would 
lie quiescent, then, accelerating, grew taut and ever sharper until they 
were over-stretched, and all so easily exploded, fell in disorder and 
violence. But this passed. All passed, and after flood there was calm 
and peace over the sundered land, and the wreckage was cleared away, 
and life went on. (p.111) 

The flood on Christmas Day precipitates Julie's personal psychological crisis, 
which is the real heart of the novel. She withdraws from the family into inertia, 
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leaving Thomas to cope. At the height of her crisis, Julie experiences a brief 
moment of illumination 'which was like a revelation, so that she had known all 
things, with a completeness she had never thought to possess'. But on waking, 
'the clarity was becoming fogged at the edges' (p.235). In her dream, she had 
been on a swiftly-eroding island in the midst of a flooded river, accompanied by a 
Maori woman, and one of them was giving birth. As the baby is born, the island 
is swept away by the river which gave them life (p.236). Julie cannot remember 
what the revelation had been, but she knows that 'now she was able to go forward, 
unafraid and much more sure of herself'. While searching for and finding Sheila 
and Hugh, who had gone missing in the flood, she realises that the 'dream had 
indeed been a symbol, not of death, but of life for herself, and of whatever that 
life should bring to her' (p.239). It is a fatalistic message: life and death must be 
accepted as a force stronger than humanity, and all that can be done is to go with 
the force. After flood (which was France's first choice of title for the novel) and 
disaster, comes the reward of survival: '"It [the river] was horrid, I know. But 
don't you remember how, the morning after the flood, the birds sang as though 
they were wild with joy" ' (p.250). Julie thinks that after flood, 'there is a time 
of quiet A winter of the spirit that is apparently without growth, yet in its very 
peace enables strength to be renewed and a clearness of vision to descend like a 
revelation' (p.255). The revelation is, 'Go back to the earth', all must struggle on 
to die in it, but the struggle itself is important: 'Yet I was here, and I shall never 
die without a struggle, or without my voice being raised so that I shall live on in 
the winds as well as in the scattered dust of the tussock lands' (p.255). 

As well as being a study of the forces of nature and human accommodation to 
them, Ice Cold River is a study of family life. It is not an attractive picture. The 
extended family is the only 'society' France envisages, her task being to show how 
separate and unapproachable each member is within its fitful grouping. Drawn 
together for Christmas by blood ties alone, the Lewis family seem to be banling 
it out to the death, unable to call on a wider society for help, or on their Roman 
Catholic faith for instruction and support. Yet Ruth France shows that family ties 
are very deep, and even in the bleakest moments, there is security and support 
in the family group. In a hostile universe, the family is a life-line that cannot 
be rejected. Esther gives them stability and cohesion, despite Henry's efforts to 
alienate everyone: 'Esther took her [Julie's] arm with the ingenuous smile, the real 
pleasure, and the childlike trust that never failed to move her daughter .... Julie 
squeezed her hand. It was meant to convey her love, but all she said was, "It's a 
perfect day. I hope the weather holds."' (p.7). Esther yields her place as head 
of the kitchen to her spinster sister Mary through pity for her loneliness (p.65). 
She encourages family ties by holding the family Christmas dinner, and by saving 
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photographs of earlier generations. Kate is not so sentimental, thinking she will 
bum them all after Esther dies, but 'not yours .... Not your photograph while I am 
alive. Nor Grandmother's. There must be some thread kept, or what would be the 
use of anything?'(p.68). Photographs bring back a life now gone, providing a key 
to the sense of continuity which they all need. 

Children carry hope of better things ahead. Kate is moved as she looks at 
the family photos of her mother and aunts as children; she imagines the magic 
and beauty of their life on Banks Peninsula: 'For even Aunt Mary, then, however 
aggressive, the outside world must have held some promise, something she knew, 
as children always did, was caught and waiting for her in a golden web ... .'(p.72). 
For Kate, that promise is almost lost, but she sees it still alive in the family Christmas 
tree decorations; those 'baubles of her unhappy youth, [were] hung yet again, to 
taunt her, from Hugh's still magical, still full of promise pine tree' (p.61). All feel 
bound together by the tree, a symbol of their drawing together, as it is a symbol 
of Christian renewal: 'Thus for a while they stood, in Christmas already caught in 
the sun-warmed, sheltered verandah, Esther who was easily moved and Kate too 
unexpectedly bound by the tough and resilient ties of her childhood'(p.63). The 
tree unifies: 'For them all ... there was something of the same driving towards 
they knew not what, love perhaps, the need to be safe from storm, that had pulled 
them together ... '(p.180). 

Esther cannot leave Henry because he is old and sick, and to do so would 
break up what security there is in family. Awful though he is, Esther needs him 
too: '"There are," said Esther, confusedly struggling. "all kinds of things in a 
marriage."' (p.52). Paradoxically, it is Henry's awesome force and hatred they 
all need: somehow it helps stave off the threatening world beyond; he never gives 
in. Although receiving little formal education, he was right about the nature of 
the river in flood; the Catchment Board built the stop-bank in the wrong place. 
His son Bill learned about rivers in his university engineering course, but he was 
wrong too. Julie recognizes and values the stubborn ~rsistence of Aunt Mary, 
who serves roast chicken as the flood-waters rise, and of her father. In a shifting 
world, 

; . : people like her grandmother, Aunt Mary, her father, anyone who 
seemed to stand rock-like, however aggressively, refusing the damna
tion of th.~ meek, became more and more, not something to emulate, 
for in its own way this egoism could lead to disaster also, but to be 
thankful for. (p.96) 

Henry is crippled, but the sight of his useless-looking feet on the gravel 'was yet a 
compelling one, as though by sheer willpower he had overcome his helplessness, 
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and if love had been denied him still he would bind them by all the force of his 
hatred, and his contempt of everything they believed in' (p.129). 

Thomas, not a blood relation, feels the family bond working against him during 
the flood. Julie has withdrawn, 'becoming one of them, it seemed defensively' 
(p.156). He sees the family draw together: 'their need for each other bound them 
all, including Henry, on such an occasion, so that Thomas was aware of it, and of 
the fact that he was an outsider' (p.156). The women seem in league against him 
(p.159), and more frightened of Henry than of the flood (p.175). 

The family may be an awful bond, but it gives strength and continuity in a 
fluid universe; it contains hope of a better future, in which love and expansiveness 
of spirit might replace hatred and narrowness of vision. Kate hopes she will not 
grow to be like Aunt Mary; that she recognized the possibility is a sign the cycle 
might be broken: 'Am I the same? Not really' (p.72); she avoided marriage from 
choice. Julie recognizes Henry's behaviour as part of a cycle, caused by lack of 
demonstrated love between parent and child: 

It is necessary, thought Julie, to continually remind oneself of his 
childhood, and so excuse him. But then one must excuse his parents 
their cruelty and desertion, and what of their parents? I do not know. 
One can't go on shifting the blame back through time. At some point 
responsibility must be pinpointed. (p.13) 

Otherwise, the cycle cannot be broken. Security within the family, but before that, 
security on the land, are needed to break the cycle. It is a point of hope, if a slim 
one, since Ruth France shows that there is little chance of ever feeling secure on 
the land. Rather it is a matter of an almost primeval struggle for survival. Respite 
after flood is brief: 'It was as though already the time of peace was over. The 
lights were too bright, they were too insistent, they were too demanding' (p.256). 

A subsidiary theme of the role of women connects with the family theme in lee 
Cold River. France sees no place for women beyond the family. Women such as 
Aunt Mary and Kate who have not married an: nard and seffish. Aunt Mary prefers 
to store up treasure in heaven where, the church teaches her, life will be better 
(p.92). Kate deceives herself that she chose not to marry, and that her work in 
the hospital is more worthy of praise than that of her sisters as wives and mothers. 
Motherhood cannot be avoided in any worthwhile way: Teresa and Sophie put 
husband and children before self (p.120). Julie cannot see how to hold Thomas 
without presenting him with the child which may endanger her life: 

Julie looked from one to the other. At Sophie and Teresa, smug in 
the evidence of dutiful maternity, at her mother who had taken without 
question, if unhappily, all that life had seen fit to deal her .... 
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. . . Secure together. Allied against her. She tried to hide her 
horror. They loved her. Yet out of an enormous sense of duty, or it 
may have been of helplessness in their own fate, they would be willing 
to see her die. (p.136) 

During the flood, Julie tells Thomas, • "I'll have a baby. I'll do anything'" (p.204); 
itis the price of retaining 'the familiar miracle' of his love (p.189). Itis the message 
of her mysterious dream: life is a matter of facing death. 

Ruth France's third (unpublished) novel was The Tunnel. It was written in 1960 
in time for a novel competition held by the Otago Daily Times, where it finished 
'well down the list' .6 

The plot briefly: Ean is setting out with Rose on his honeymoon journey to 
Milford Sound. It is a quest for his peace of mind, lost since a tragic episode 
when working on the construction of the Homer Tunnel; Ean thinks he might 
have prevented death and violence if he had acted. Returning to the site on his 
honeymoon is a way of purging the past by facing up to old fears and learning to 
live again. 

A note in France's writing with the Hocken manuscript reveals her main theme: 

When Ean arrives at tunnel he has been unwilling yet forced in some 
way to go there. He finds the cross, yet this in itself seems not enough 
for regeneration. What he does find, and realises soon afterwards, is 
objectivity. He loses his fear, and his involvement. He can take it or 
leave it. He can come or go. The tunnel is merely a hole, any hole, in 
any hill. Make this clear. 

The novel contains all France's old themes: people and land reacting upon each 
other, leading to insecurity and fear. Again, life is a journey, or pilgrimage, which 
must be lived only by moving forwards, facing up to the past and leaving it behind. 
The usual bleak message that there is no supportive community is leavened slightly 
by her adoption of John Donne's maxim that no man is an island; this is allied to 
the powerful symbolism of the cross which speaks of love and sacrifice for others. 

Very likely, the idea for the novel came from a journey France made to Milford, 
perhaps in 1957. Journeys usually led to poems, and in February 1957, she wrote 
the poem 'Rain Forest, Cascade Creek' (The Halting Place, p.45.). She wrote to 
McEldowney: 'But a place I don't recommend for you is the Homer Tunnel and 
Milford Sound. The landscape there completely gave me the horrors, and I was 

6Letters from France to Brasch, 27 July, 24 November 1960, 13 April 1961, LC. France researched 
technical aspects of tunnelling, and the Homer Tunnel in particular, from articles in Weekly News, 
4March 1953, andNewZealandEngineer, lOMay 1947. 
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glad to get away from it'.7 She may also have been inspired by a remark of M.H. 
Holcroft: 

Where is the novel which long ago should have been written around 
life in a public worlcs camp-especially in a place like Camp Marian, 
where a ghost town of tin shacks remains today in the shadow of the 
mountains? The building of the Homer Tunnel is a story that is still to 
be told .... On both sides of the saddle were camps, occupied by men 
who lived as hard as they worked. 8 

France believed it was in the rain forests near Milford that New Zealanders 
have least foothold on the land, yet people still try to penetrate the area, with 
disastrous results. An extract from the poem, 'Rain Forest, Cascade Creek' shows 
her extreme reaction to the area; the language is vivid with horror, violence, death, 
and images of defeat: 

Such evil green that halts the foot; the once 
Forest floor now bog of rotting branches under thick moss. 
This viscid hand is laid on live trees, a course 
Marked for each death, and garlands hang 
Like funeral wreaths from a dark guillotine. 

In this forest nothing moves, or breathes, but waits, 
Dying, for a green death; where moss carpets 
With such stranglehold not even fems will grow, 
And birds do not sing. Only fallen trees mark how 
Each century survives, though gone, and silence 
Bleeds like the moss on them, covers where once 

Was attempt at life. Now lost all sound 
Of the river and all tenuous hold. No wound 
But is blotted out, and no self survives. 
If there were one fem, one seedling where none lives, 
One shaft of sunlight! Shiver, tum gratefully 
Back towards tussock, the golden land, and sheep country. 

(H.P., p.45) 

A violent landscape breeds violent behaviour, as shown by the men living in 
the camp, but even in more 'civilized' landscapes such as in Sumner or Southland, 

7Letter to McEldowney, 8 June 1959, MC. 
8 M.H. Holcroft, Encircling Seas, p.17. 
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humanity's foothold is tenuous, and behaviour is unpredictable. At Sumner, 'Near 
the sea the slopes above were dotted with houses, braced and fortified with rock 
walls holding house and garden, but most of the country was steep and bare, with 
occasional rock outcrops' (p.15). The cliffs are 'pocked with caves', and Cave 
Rock stands on the beach 'like an immense stranded whale' (p.15). For a brief 
moment, while looking down at Lyttelton from the Sumner hills, Ean and Rose feel 
at home in the landscape: 'For a moment they shared a sense of home-coming to 
this subtle landscape, and found it satisfying, but all too soon reality swam in his 
mind, as the mist swam on the far side of the harbour'. All about, Ean sees trees 
which menace him: '. . . the massed menace of the forest. . . . Beech trees rotting 
into strange sepulchral supplicating shapes, trunks green with moss, garlands of 
the viscid stuff hanging from branches like dead men swaying in the wind' (p.37). 
Invercargill, passed through en route to Milford, is 'this last outpost', 'gateway to 
the desolate south'. Ean recognizes it as mirroring the desolation of his own life 
(pp.1-2). Although they have driven down the 'civilized' east side of the island, 
Rose realizes that the neat landscape 'did not reflect the struggle of the life behind 
it'. Ean believes that landscape affects one's outlook and way of life (p.205). 

Rose remembers living in Taumaranui with her first husband. It was a bleak, 
harsh town, created by people without imagination and love. France inserted the 
poem, 'The Young Legend', about the failure oflove in this hostile environment; 
she wonders how Tristan and Isolde would have found love in New Zealand: 

the Main Trunk 
Shunts all night and the smoke blackens 
More than the weatherboards. Remembered tale 

Of Tristan has always sung 
Sweet in the mind; but was his Isolde 
Found in a fly-blown hotel with the nail-

Ed tramp of boots interminable 
On the lino'd stairs?9 

Love died in the first marriages of Rose and Ean: Rose put it down to people not 
really caring about others (p.41 ). Ean recalls the marriage of Jimmy, a worker at the 
camp: Jimmy's wife ended up worn down by housework, with two sickly children, 
and a shiftless husband, living in a damp and rotting house, her youth gone quickly, 
and forced to work in a pub with a wooden front covering a corrugated-iron back 
(pp.64-66). Love has a hard time of it in New Zealand. 

9 'The Young Legend', written c.1950, UP., p.19. 
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Lyttelton, Sumner, Invercargill, and Taumaranui are mere outposts on the 
fringes of the hostile forests which lie at the physical and imaginative heart of 
New Zealand. They are temporary shanty towns where humanity clings for dear 
life. The journey from Te Anau to the Homer Tunnel is a journey into the heart 
of darkness, but Ean has to face it to survive his past and secure a future. Driving 
up the road to Milford is like moving through a narrowing tunnel of trees, all 
incredibly old and decaying; the air is chill: 

The tall, ancient, rotting trees spread a dense canopy above the forest 
floor and the road itself. No air moved here, and seemed not to have 
done for centuries. Solid and miasmic, it suffocated. It was full of 
death, decay, despair, which was increased and made visible by the 
garlands of moss depending from the high beech branches, so that one 
thought, immediately, of gibbets and putrid green corpses .... they 
seemed in another world, or even planet. (pp.215-16) 

The terrain is mountainous, yet trees manage to grow on almost vertical cliffs. The 
road is dangerous; they seem to be driving into a trap with no way out of the valley, 
but a tiny 'thread' of road curves up a cliff and leads them to the black pin-point of 
the Homer Tunnel: 'It was as though there, suddenly, all life ceased, and no longer 
mattered' (p.238). 

Near the Homer Tunnel men lived in camps for many years. Here, 'Place and 
people acted on each other, forcing crises which in tum became part of a pattern'; 
men behaved as if in the 'force of some unseen power'. Fear induced by horror 
of the place and the dangers of the job, causes the mind to black out (pp.111-12). 
Remote from 'civilization' and from any managers or supervisors (a weakness in 
the story), the law of the jungle rules in Lord of the Flies-style. Bullies exert power 
over the weak; they are led by 'a big Irish red-headed bully' called Flannigan (p.88), 
and his off-sider, Daly. They represent one of th<:: life-denying forces in the camp. 
Instead of acting to stop the bullying, Ean withdrew, thus denying his involvement 
in life. A second element of bullying is provided by the Roman Catholic church, in 
the form of an itinerant priest, who uses the fear of sin and eternal death to castigate 
his large flock, and to replace the law of the jungle with the law of the church. The 
priest has all the traits of the bully: a huge physique, sarcastic face, biting eyes, 
and imperious manner (pp.132-33). 

Ruth France is harsh on Roman Catholicism in this novel. A lapsed Catholic 
herself, she objected to the rigidity of teaching, especially on sin, and to the 
cramping effect it had on the spirit and on one's sense of individuality. 10 As in 

10France, letter to Brasch, 7 December 1959, LC. 
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Ice Cold River, Catholics are guilt-ridden, narrow and crabbed by the bullying 
doctrines and practices of the church. Fear of God is another fear to add to fear of 
the landscape. The church is supposed to be a family or community, yet it does not 
help in any positive way. Within the camp, the only sense of community is created 
by bullying, and by a rough sense of shared danger while the outside world does 
not impinge. The men are loose in a 'rocking universe' (p.62). They are misfits 
in the wider world, drawn to this desolate spot at the end of the earth because they 
too are at the end of things (p.152). Fear, brutality, and degradation result. 

Ean's guilt which stopped him readjusting to life after the accident, leads to 
France's further theme that no man should be an island, but must be part of a 
whole; she comes down on the side of community, however tenuous it is. Ean's 
pilgrimage to the site is a way of laying ghosts of the past, so that he may have 
a future life. Inside the tunnel, Ean leaves the car and inspects the tunnel walls 
with a torch; the reader does not follow this journey, but meets him as he returns 
to the car, sweating and vomiting. Whatever resolution there is is vaguely spelled 
out; he says everything is now better. As the car moves on, they see a bronzed 
and dripping cross built on the explosion site: 'there was no doubt of its integrity, 
and the purpose for which it was intended' (p.246). The reader must assume the 
cross represents love, self-sacrifice, and unity in that it can link all together with 
its positive message. Life must go forward; people should not dwell in the past. 
Rose remembers the banal words of Scarlett O'Hara: 'Tomorrow is another day' 
(p.214). If we heed France's note appended to the manuscript, Ean has found 
objectivity by his pilgrimage to face the past; he has lost his self-indulgent and 
destructive subjectivity by embracing the wider view of shared responsibility for 
life. 

The forest in decay carries the power for regeneration. Rose asks why there 
are no seedlings under the old trees. Ean tells her that only when enough trees have 
fallen is there light and air enough for seedlings to spring up. Ean's quest for a new 
life succeeds, or so France directs us to believe, but we are not convinced. France 
tried to give her readers a happy ending, but nothing else in her work prepares us for 
such a resolution. Ruth France offers little optimism about the human plight in her 
other novels. Basic insecurity engenders anti-social behaviour as people struggle 
for survival. Death is kept at bay by a titanic struggle. Moments of illumination 
are moments only in which we recognize that we are Life's punch-bags, and the 
punching carries on, since forwards is the only direction. Each fresh struggle 
accepted puts life and death in better perspective: life is a matter of risking death 
every day. It is small consolation. 

Ruth France is not noted for her works of short fiction, but she did write and 
publish several. Often she explores themes which later she develops at greater 
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length in her novels. Or in the adult short fiction, she takes up themes which 
she first used in the juvenilia, suggesting that the store-house of raw material 
upon which France drew was slight, and usually autobiographical. Two pieces of 
juvenilia appeared in the Sun in 1926. The first adult work, 'The Clock' (Listener, 
3 April 1947, pp.22-5), is France's first treatment of a recurrent theme, the awful 
ties of family life and the void created when those ties are broken; it is the first 
appearance of the seminal France character, Aunt Mary, who was to reappear intact 
in Ice Cold River. Aunt Mary was inhibited by a dominating mother, and became 
bitter and inward-looking: 'No minds were ever drawn out, but fed only upon 
themselves, and upon their own bitterness' (p.23). And violent: she 'wreaked the 
disappointment of her life on every pot she scoured, each floor she scrubbed, on 
every poking of the fire'. Regulating her mother's life was a loudly-ticking clock, 
which after the mother's death, Aunt Mary allows to run down, in a bid for her 
personal freedom. It seemed to the niece telling the story that such an absence 
of regulation upsets the pattern of the whole world. But, as for the daughters in 
Mansfield's 'The Daughters of the Late Colonel', rebellion has come too late. Aunt 
Mary has no idea how to enjoy freedom; she misses the regularity of the clock 
and the regime of her mother, which stood as barriers between her and chaos; she 
rewinds the clock. 

'The Whirlpool' (Listener, 17 September 1948) uses an idea from the juvenile 
'A Country Holiday: Paddling in a Rocky Stream' (1926), in which someone is 
almost drowned in a country stream. The adult story incorporates some of France's 
fears about natural hazards, in this case, a stream and a whirlpool, and it reiterates 
her belief in the uncertainty and misunderstanding within family life. The young 
narrator fears the stream and the pool, and also a bull nearby. The pool seems 
bottomless, perhaps harbouring a taniwha; the day is oppressively hot and fraught, 
suggesting a tragic outcome. The climactic event is the fall into the stream of 
the narrator's sister, and her rescue. The narrator becomes hysterical even though 
disaster is averted, because, as she tells her mother, she pushed her sister in. This is 
a guilt-motif used again in The Race when Laurie tells skipper Alan that he pushed 
Con overboard. The guilty sister returns to the pool at night intending to assuage 
the guilt by jumping in, but a sight of the bull sends her back home, unassuaged. 
The rescued sister is the hero, the narrator is accused of lying and feels ostracized 
from the family group. Family life is bitter misunderstanding. 

'The Travellers' (Listener, 21 October 1955, pp.10-11) uses motifs France 
would use again in The Tunnel: the sense of confinedness of the landscape as a 
mother and daughter travel from Christchurch to the West Coast by train to attend 
the funeral of a relative. Valleys narrow, mountains bear in, gorges diminish 
travellers. The daughter has .been reading a book on the Lake Poets, and she sees a 
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contrast between the placid lives lived in the Lake District and the harshness of New 
Zealand life. Her mother assures her that the Poets are uncertain travellers too, and 
her daughter should put off her rose-tinted spectacles to see the universality of the 
human predicament (pp.10-11). Images of disjunction, alienation, and loneliness 
prevail: the seven-minute refreshment stop, 'where you stood like horses at a 
manger' eating a ham sandwich (p.11); the watery Coast landscape, the rain
soaked funeral with an undertaker in gumboots and the priest rattling through the 
service attended by only two mourners. The daughter wonders how a man could 
go through life, and have so few to send him off in death. As mother and daughter 
board the train to return home, the weather breaks and the sun comes out, but it 
is a bleak message: the land continues regardless and uncaring about the human 
tragedies played out upon it. 

Images of tunnels and caves again dominate in the unpublished story, 'The 
Ward' (1957). Hospital wards and corridors are seen as tunnels and caves of pain 
and despair: patients are prisoners in hot caves of pain. There is no relief. When 
one patient goes, another enters: 'nothing was ever ended, or solved, but went on 
and on'. For the narrator visiting a patient, the awfulness of suffering is too much: 
'One cannot even weep, she thought, for the world. It is too big, the pain too big, 
and too unending'. 

Aunt Mary reappears in 'Aunt Mary's Second-Best Cardigan' (Listener, 11 
September 1959, pp.20--21). Told mainly through dialogue, the story is another 
about the cramped life of maiden aunts, and their inability to give or receive love. 
The narrator sorts through the few possessions left by the dead Aunt Mary, as 
perhaps France had done for her own aunt. She wrote to McEldowney (6 October 
1959) that Aunt Mary was true, though some details were contrived; France felt she 
should 'weep at the barren, the wasted lives' of so many lacking in love, because 

She could not give a little to start things off. The only object of beauty left behind 
by Aunt Mary was a photo of mountains found in the pocket of her second-best 
cardigan: 'In that shabby dirty house it was like music, or a poem, curing the hurt 
of it all ... ' (p.21). 

'Home is the Traveller' (Listener, 12 February 1960) is a slight piece concerning 
the duty of an adult daughter towards her aged and infirm parents, a theme she 
elaborated on in the longer 'A Fallow Year', and clearly based on the difficult time 
she was having with her own parents, particularly her father. Perhaps France's best 
work of short fiction is 'The Wedding' (Landfall, September 1960 (pp.224-32), 
and written in 1959). Brasch was delighted to receive the story, and felt it explored 
a territory too rarely considered by other writers: 'First let me say what a pleasure 
it is to read a N.Z. story which doesn't concern childhood or a pub, or a party; and 
this one has a real sense of the narrowness and constriction of city lives in that little 
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house or flat. The house, the tension, the situation, all convince ... '.11 

Again France exposes family life-her own-exacerbated by cramped living 
in an industrial part of Christchurch, with poverty, a harrassed mother, a violent 
and bigoted father, and an unbending and guilt-inducing Roman Catholic faith. 
France uses her own wedding as the main event creating the tensions within the 
family, and precipitating the crisis: a suicide attempt by her father to prevent the 
wedding of' Jean' to a Protestant (expressly forbidden by the priest). Jean's mother 
is equally unbending, fearing for the immortal soul of her daughter. Father's head 
in the oven, notwithstanding, Jean leaves home to make a clean break, but she 
knows 'There would always be something of her here in this crucible' (p.232). 

It is France's evocation of scene that is most impressive in 'The Wedding'. As 
Brasch observed, it was a world untouched by other writers, and it remained so 
until Stevan Eldred-Grigg took the top off industrial Christchurch in Oracles and 
Miracles (1987). The family lives above their shop in a mean suburb. To reach the 
living quarters, one either walked through the shop, or down a narrow alleyway 
which also led to a foundry: 

Here was a world of corrugated iron and sheet metal, now loud with 
clanging and the sound of spark heat, and the iron was repeated in 
fences closing the small concrete yards behind the shops, where there 
was scarcely room for Jean to make her way, when the gate jarred 
behind her, among the washing hung hopefully in the city grime and 
airlessness.12 

The family living room is tiny and 'tomb-like', and on the stairs, 'The linoleum on 
the treads was worn into holes, and the boys' boots had kicked black marks on the 
uprights' (p.225). The foundry symbolizes the simmering emotions and eruptions 
within the family, its 'molten blinding glare and sparks hinted at a too real, too 
near inferno' (p.226). France was working on this story at the time she was writing 
lee Cold River; family life in 'The Wedding' is the 'Lewis' family some ten or so 
years earlier. 

France wrote about suburban Christchurch on the wrong side of the tracks 
again in a story with the ironic title, 'Friends and Neighbours', written in 1961/2. 
It was published in Mate, 11 (July 1963, pp.17-25) after Brasch had rejected it, 
asking 'But is it quite a matured story yet?'; he wrote a note to himself in which he 
enlarged on his rejection: 'reminiscences: raw material only' .13 France again tells 

11Brasch, letter to France, 31 September 1959, LC. 
12Ruth France, 'The Wedding', Landfall, 14, 3 (September 1960), 224-32 (p.224). 
13Brasch. letter to France, 30 March 1962, LC. 
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the story from the perspective of a puzzled child, trying to draw conclusions about 
the oddities of adult life as they are revealed to her without explanation. In the 
'forcing house of narrow streets', emotions are raw, and proximity to neighbours 
unavoidable (p.17). The child's mother does not approve of Mrs Biddle, who runs 
a dubious boarding house next door. The child cannot understand her mother's 
unease, nor 'the condemnation of the sinful by the virtuous' (p.17). Like Mrs Harry 
Kember in Mansfield's 'At the Bay', Mrs Biddle seems to get away with 'it', if 'it' 
is not fully understood by those condemning, and certainly not by the child. Mrs 
Biddle has only one child, while the neighbours 'pay' for their sexuality with 'half 
a dozen children at their skirts' (p.17). Although no beauty, Mrs Biddle has many 
gentleman callers, including the local constabulary; she seems to 'please herself', 
and has no concept of the 'wages of sin' (p.18). And in a neighbourhood of poverty 
and meanness, she is lavish and expansive: the young narrator thinks Mrs Biddle 
knows how to live. Her sitting room is decorated lushly: 

The cushions were of satin, which was shirred and ruffled to the point 
of explosiveness; as if this were not enough they were burdened, on 
every comer and every other point of vantage, by long, elaborate silk 
tassels. These, we had found, were delightful to caress and play with; 
to thread among one's fingers, and to draw lovingly across the face. I 
had never seen anything like them; nor like the velvet curtains which 
hung in the hall, softening the coruscated plaster archway dividing 
outer from inner entrance. The curtains too were tasselled, and heavy 
with braid. (p.21) 

A dramatic event causes the child's mother to face her suspicions about Mrs 
Biddle (and sexuality). Their house catches fire, and kindly Mrs Biddle takes 
the family in with her. Mother cannot bring herself to accept food or lodgings 
from such a woman. Father is clearly pleased to be under Mrs Biddle's roof, 
this time legitimately, until he notes the proprietory way a police constable enters 
the house. His jealousy forces Mother to face rampant neighbourhood sexuality, 
not only involving her husband but the law as well. She seizes the family and 
returns to the charred house, which if not whole, is at least respectable and under 
her jurisdiction. In adulthood, the narrator still has memories of that mystifying 
happening, memories rekindled by the smell of burning wood. 

France wrote a long (8000 word) and rambling story in 1960 called 'A Fallow 
Year'. It looks in retrospect as an attempt to rid herself of tensions created by 
looking after her parents, coupled with the feeling that her growing sons no longer 
needed her. The story plays out the drama of what to do with an unpleasant father 
while her mother is in hospital with a heart attack, and how the mother might 
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best be freed from the awful burden of the husband she has carried. The writer's 
life is at a standstill (Fallow) while she tries to sort out recalcitrant problems . 
France submitted the story to Brasch, and the Wellington Festival Competition, 
even though she was doubtful about it herself: 

I wrote this story to relieve my feelings, I suspect . . . . I'm very 
uncertain of it, since it's had very little art expended on it, but is 
merely a bald statement of fact. However, sometimes feeling comes 
through better by this method. On the other had, it might be better to 
wait for a while and use the material for a more objective story. 14 

Brasch agreed that she had better let the story lie. It is a gloomy story, reiterating 
France's belief that in real life problems are not sorted out neatly in the last chapter, 
a maxim she was to stick to in Ice Cold River. Love, rather than the consoling 
power it is vaunted to be, is simply the 'selfish ownership' of others. The world is 
awry: nothing improves for the mother after the father is threatened with her loss; 
she returns to care for him and to make the best of a marriage which is 'without 
love, without hope, without relief'. As in Ice Cold River, after the time of crisis in 
which one recognises the problem, 'Nothing, at bottom, is altered'. 

'The Coach to Maungakaramea' (Listener, 21 July 1961, p.7) is a very short 
story concerning an adult trying to piece together and explain mysterious hap
penings of her childhood, in particular, a coach journey full of danger, noise, and 
uncertainty. She sees childhood as a time of 'tunnels and safe caves' which isolates 
the child from reality. France drew again on material she used in the juvenile 'A 
Round of Beef' (Christchurch Star, 1926). At the time France wrote this story, she 
was also writing The Tunnel, with its motifs of tunnels, caves, and escapes from 
reality. The disjunction of the child's world is undercut by some ill-considered 
humour which had appeared also in 'A Round of Beef', namely the introduction of 
a fat and jolly Maori woman, complete with piles of untidy shopping, and a round 
of beef which soaks through its paper wrapping. 

Another slight piece was written in September 1961, called 'A Light on the 
Mountain', in which the narrator Jean, and a friend Tess (in reality Elsie Locke 
with whom France climbed Mt Herbert in May 1961) walk up a mountain path. As 
the mists close in, the narrator feels her own inadequacy and fear-Tess strides on 
boldly. The precariousness oflife is revealed in the mists, and Jean's timorousness 
cuts her off from the vigorous and pragmatic Tess. 

Probably France's last attempt at short fiction was the unpublished 'Love, 
Love' (6000 words) which she sent to Brasch in 1963. It was prompted, she wrote, 

14France, letter to Brasch, 24 November 1960, LC. 
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by 'the awful waste and tragedy in the lives of many women ... '. Brasch rejected 
it as 'pedestrian'.15 The narrator tells of a crisis in the family of her neighbour, 
an immature young woman who seeks to break away from a dominating mother 
via marriage with an 'unsuitable' man. As one might expect of a France story, the 
daughter misses out on love and fails to escape her mother. 

The themes of France's poetry are the themes of her novels; she describes 
humanity's long struggle with the land and forces of nature. Lack of stability is 
her main theme: 'There is no absolute of place to be drawn/ In neat precision with 
a mapping pen'. The land provides limits and boundaries of the mind: 'Lakes are 
hemmed in by thought as well as hills'; it is a spiritual concept, and our mental 
perception of the land is more important than the mere physical features themselves: 

And what bald estimate, in feet, of a mountain 
Will give to the unfamiliar, setting out, 
The awe of a white peak marching up the valley, 
And the summit's long shout? 

The landscape suggests infinities of thought not yet explored: 

But later, in what deep valley of hesitation 
We consider time, and place, and thought 
As tiny scratches on what surface, an ultimate 
No map, or mind, had caught. 

('Road Map', U.P., pp.30-1.) 

The universe is indifferent to our plight: 

- We are moths on the world's window-pane; 
We cry out, we tear our fragile wings; 
We cannot reach the light and never shall. 

('The Sun Falling', New Zealand Listener, 17 April 1964.) 

The alienation of humanity from the landscape is replicated in our alienation 
from each other. A shared common plight is not enough to draw us together; all 
are estranged, lacking the means of true communication. Each is 'Separate as 
his footprints in the sand' ('No Traveller Returns', unpublished, 1962.) Each 'in 
our separate cages stir ... Yet cannot find a common blood' (November 1956), 
H.P., pp.36-7.) People pass each other by, showing only 'A little of what lies 
beneath, but, leaving then, / Because we are trained to silence', 'walled in also in 

15France, letter to Brasch, 25 April 1963, LC. 
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self': 'The mind in its lonely prison forfeits today/ As well as its yesterdays; and 
black tomorrows/ Are chained with the hooded falcon on time's wrist' ('I Think 
of Those', H.P., p.22.) Even letters, which are a direct attempt at communication, 
go astray in conveying their message: 

Therefore I come no closer towards you 
Than by a letter in which I hide my love 

And in which the words you read do not speak of me; 
The letters are the writing of a stranger 
Addressed to another. 

('The Letter', unpublished, 1964.) 

She asks iflove is no more than 'a guarding of the heart' in which true feeling 
and passion are hidden 'Under the neat glove of nurture' ('That You Should Never 
Know', H.P., p.19.) 

An extremely reserved woman herself, France found the urge to communicate 
a basic one, and one she could not resist, as may be seen in the sonnet 'My Words 
Flow' (unpublished, 1963). She uses the constant image of a stream beginning in 
small ways, building to a large flow: 

Like subterranean rivers my words flow 
Towards expression. Drops within the earth 
Collect in crevices so secret no 
Light ever penetrates, making the birth 

Of a torrent concealed and silent. 
Sometimes the way out is not easy. Deep 
Underground the rock obstructs, and a pent 
Thread of water lies pocketed where help 

Is none. No journey through caves will find 
These lost small streams; at last, seeping through walls 
Of stone in the thin chasms along my way, 
The most persistent offers to my mind 
Beginning of sound and movement, then swells 
Headlong towards diapason, and day. 

France took one of her most persistent images from the gathering strength and 
forward movement of a stream. It was used in her early poem 'The Stream and 
the Discovery' which won the Listener Royal Ode prize in 1949. In it she saw 
the two main races in New Zealand as two branches of the same stream, gradually 
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becoming 'one flooding stream' flowing out of a dark and limiting cave into the 
light. In The Tunnel, France used the flowing river as a source of destruction, ever 
present in the tunnel waiting to carry men away, and as a positive and unifying 
image: at Sumner, Rose and Ean visit an archaeological site in a cave; Rose feels 
herself part of 'a great riveroflife', linking past peoples and races with the present. 

If the countryside is dangerous, the towns are little better. France sees people 
congregating together on the margins of habitable land. From the air, houses 
are small and few, 'Hugging a raw swathe of road', 'How small the foothold 
among hills/ Where earlier we felt secure, were known'; city buildings are 'drifts 
of confetti' awaiting a stOim ('Leaving Paraparaumu', H.P., p.25). Suburbs are 
garrison-posts against the outer darkness, street lights mark out territorial borders, 
houses are protective shells: 'So are the ways shown plain/ For timid feet'; buses 
travel in and out of the suburbs bringing 'certainty at stated times'. If the lights 
should go out, 'through the zero hours men sleep in savage dark'. By moonlight, 
hills and rocks take on frightening shapes and shadows ('Suburb at Night', H.P., 
p.11). 

Although nature is hostile, there are positive lessons to be learned from it which 
suggest a way humanity might better adapt to and form a bond with the natural 
world. Natural scenes or objects may suggest a potential for brief moments of 
perfection, or they may reveal a truth about life. The perfection of Lake Emma 
near Erewhon extends beyond 'the mind's boundaries', and 'holds the essence of 
a life time' ('Near Lake Emma', unpublished, 1965). Finding a perfect paper 
nautilus shell on the beach reinforces France's faith in perfect consoling moments, 
rare coincidences of timing to instruct the beholder ('The Shell', unpublished, 
1964). Bright morning light on the coast 'invests with truth' ('A Raft on the 
Beach', unpublished, 1964 ). In the mountains, among ice, rivers, sky, and glaciers 
carving out the land, a moment of truth may reveal that everything is part of one 
matrix, but the message fades quickly, and 'Already, on the way home/ It is hard 
to remember .... we are alone again, unsure' ('Among Mountains', H.P., p.43). 

Constant images in France's writing are rock, roots, and skeletal bone: these 
are needed for security and permanent foundation. The world may be shifting, 'Yet 
if one digs for a well, / Or for a new road over the range, / One finds there is rock 
there, after all' ('There Are a Hundred Hills', H.P., p.17). If there is rock under 
clay, 'here we are well found/ We know the hard reassurance to a foot'; people 
may take on properties of strength from the rock itself: 

We are so afraid, so very earth-bound. 
We build upon rock, make walls to support the foundations, 
Carry boulders in unaccustomed hands that soon blister; 
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More rock, we say, and roots, to make us permanent, 

If we live with rock we hope to become strong .... 
('Rock Garden', U.P., p.14). 

People must put down roots as a plant sends roots into small crevices, binding clay 
against storm, and the soul against erosion. In time the rock-face will blossom, 
elevating us above worldly considerations. 

Gardening on the dry volcanic hills near Sumner provided material for poems, 
and lessons about life; establishing a garden in a hostile environment becomes a 
parable for life itself. To plant a tree is to give birth; all life is a shared pulse, and 
the tree requires care to nurture as does the child; with care, even plants brought 
from the snow-line can be brought to flower ('Tree on a Hillside', U .P., p.17). The 
tenacity of plants instructs us about living; an apparently dead twig springs to new 
life when conditions are right: 'Frail life wound / In the root of a withered stick, 
in the winter I found it'. Fresh shoots form and 'Moments sing, as when I saw/ 
two fresh shoots formed like my heart'. They contain the whole story of humanity: 
'The whole unhappy and heroic song written within/ Two green shoots on a stick'. 
In adversity, 'the spark still runs. These are the hopes we cling to,/ Our minds 
reach out, these are time's roots, and no suffering's new' ('Warmth in Winter', 
U.P., p.9). 

At end of summer, the spark dies down. In 'Here is an End' (U.P., p.12), France 
uses imagery of death and defeat in language as dry as the garden she describes: 
the spring has gone dry, the well emptied, 'and the dry sound of cicadas/ Scraping 
the still noon. The brittle grass, / The baked clay are this hill's bleaching bones 
/ Falling, soon dust'. People feel at an end too, 'final, and feel/ No pulse in the 
dry days; no heart / Pushes the mind forward'. Only habit forces us to go on, 
beginning the cycle over again, but we should take comfort that there is a cycle 
of regeneration: 'All's one; death life; what's been is always. / Here is an end, 
summer, but no end is'. Gardening offers an affirmation of life; gardeners are 
optimists, drawing inspiration from the miracle of regeneration. The poet watches 
gardeners in a seed-shop on a wet Spring morning, fingering the seeds and plants: 

All are 
Oblivious; all touching the buds of shrubs, seeing 
Not now, but full-term summer, years strung, 
Bells on the bush unplanted, but none the less 

Real .... 

Gardeners are dreamers, guardians of future blooming, following 'a flame of 
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flowers/ As though sleep-walking; seeing, not the damp seed-shop, / But sunlight 
of high summer, each in his own garden' ('Seed-Shop Summer', H.P., p.30). 

Clinging as we do 'Precarious, unproved, upon the steep hill', there is little 
to alleviate humanity's awful plight, but France offers the power of love and the 
imagination as defence weapons. In 'The Halting Place', H.P., pp.13-14) she sees 
love, 'so little against the outer dark', as the roots of a tree, twining together and 
binding plant, soil, and rock against the elements. Love is a capacity to share and 
overcome separation. Love can nurture 'The desert hours you fear/ Sooner to rarer 
bloom' (untitled, unpublished, 1958). In the unpublished sonnet, 'Each Day That 
Brings', even unconsummated love offers 'a moment of perfection': 'your love/ 
Lights my darkness, is star of my long voyage'. To be without love is to be like a 
deserted house until the light oflove illuminates it: 

1111 one night the light shone, gently, from the window, 
And O how the heart stood still, surprising 
The reasonable thought; there was no sense to it 
Save that now, where none had been, the light shone. 

So is this the need? Let me lie close, now feel, 
Who was so sure, your warm shoulder. 

For the light brought life, and I saw how the garden woke, 
And I knew, then, the fear of aloneness. 
In a world like a deserted house I was lonely; 
There was no light to touch to life the rank creeper, 
There were no loving eyes, no other footfall. 

('Deserted House', U.P., p.18.) 

The human mind has the power to take mundane things and transform them 
into images of wonder and comfort In 'The Bell and the Bauble' (U.P., p.29), the 
poet ponders on the capacity of the mind to take the bare trappings of a circus or a 
ballet and transmute them into magic: 

What makes the magic of a circus 
From tents on an ugly vacant lot, a wizened acrobat, 
And the shoddy get-up of the clowns? What changes 
A dilapidated theatre into a lake of swans? 

The adult retains childhood images of circus and ballet, and no amount of applied 
adult reason will change worlds 'formed within minds, growing tangible' back into 
mere sawdust, tinsel, and tawdry trappings: 
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place is transmuted 
In crystal showers on ear, on eye, on mind, 
Till part of us, the Spectre will inhabit always 
Here where we were gods in a brief moment. 

The poem most frequently collected into anthologies is 'Return Journey' (UP., 
p.27). It describes a return visit to Wellington. Harsh realism is the mode, as the 
poet sees the city past, present, and future through cool, hard eyes. The land itself 
is hostile: wind slaps the face, the sea dashes at the beaches, and the hills offer 
few perching-places for houses. France warns people not to feel that they have 
defeated the land by the mere exercise of building a city: people have 'tucked /Too 
snugly into the valleys', and tried to tame the foreshores with concrete and streets. 
The present achievements make it easy to forget the early days when swamp-grass 
grew where now is concrete, and pioneer women prayed for the rain to lift, and 
felt trapped within the hills rearing up through the mist. The present helps people 
forget the dangers of the past, which, the poet says, are still the dangers of the 
present and the warning signs for the future: in Wellington 'we have shut/ The 
tiger tight behind iron and concrete', but it is only a matter of time until the tiger 
of natural forces is freed and the city is destroyed, perhaps to be found later by an 
insect ('Columbus of his day') as a 'little graveyard town/ Set in a still landscape 
like porcelain'. Life is a temporary reprieve. 

'Object Lesson' (U.P., p.25) is a poem also selected for anthologies. 16 The 
ambiguous title suggests learning a lesson from close examination of an object-a 
hill--or learning the difference between an objective or subjective response to 
the object (the hill). France asks if it is possible to separate the two responses. 
A hill may be seen as an object of scientific study-its shape, component parts, 
underlying structure, its origins, are all able to be defined. But there are other 
elements in our perception of hills-the blue haze hills absorb from the sea, the 
modifying effect of clouds, the fear some hills engender, the solace of other known 
hills. The fixed certainties of time and place, or even of human thought, are shown 
to be inadequate when one considers a hill: it is fixed in time and place in a 
geological sense, but human beings do not respond geologically. Some seek to 
fix it in thought (a fixed perception of how the hill appears to them), but in the 
end the hill resists fixing. Even the 'certainties' of the physical dimension are 
overlain by the uncertainties of individual response, and by the uncertainties of 
nature itself-the extra blandishment of cloud, haze, and light, which though not 

16 'Return Journey' and 'Object Lesson' appear in The Penguin Book of New Zealand Verse, 1960, 
1966, and in An Anthology of Twentieth-Century New Zealand Poetry (ed. Vincent O'Sullivan), 
1970, 1976, 1987; 'Return Journey' appears in The Penguin Book of New Zealand Verse, 1985. 
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objectively part of the hill, are inseparable from our perception of it. France gives 
her variation on the uselessness of scientific or dictionary definition, and on the 
imprecision of language. A horse is barely suggested by its dictionary definition: 
'solid-hoofed quadruped with flowing mane and tail, used as beast of burden & 
draught ... '. It is useless to define anything, and if nothing may be defined, how is 
one to communicate exactly with another? 

Apart from the dubious optimism at the end of The Tunnel, Ruth France's 
themes are strongly pessimistic. Life..,she felt.)was inherently tragic: 'Life is so 
tragic that some times one finds oneself laughing, as I did, to my shame, in Lady 
Macbeth's sleepwalking scene. And I find myself thinking more shamefully still, 
of the material it makes, to use later on' 17 Before she died, France made a selection 
of her mother's poems for duplicating and sending to friends; her sister wrote to 
Elsie Locke about the selection: 

I was interested to note which poems Ruth chose out, and it seemed to 
me that she favoured the ones expressing the presence of frustration 
... and human loneliness that reached for spiritual understanding. As 
I remember, I sent Ruth a poem of my own once, and she wrote back 
the comment that I must have been suffering a great deal, for poetry 
is born of suffering.18 

Failure to find a home on the land means people are continually disoriented, but 
there are positive signs to be observed in nature which might chart a way through 
the alien terrain. At times of crisis, brief glimpses of a pattern or purpose behind 
it all are offered to the perceptive. 

Life must be a journey forwards so that past disasters may be put in perspective. 
This was a brave concession by France, who was morbidly fearful of journeys 
herself. Journeys at sea were a constant risking of life-her husband's foolhardy 
relationship with sailing meant that something unexpected and terrifying usually 
happened. On land, she had a deep sense of unease whenever leaving home; she 
wrote to McEldowney: 'There was a time some years ago when I could not be a 
passenger in a car, when I could not go out of the city into the fields, or near a river
bed, because there was too much sky, and there might be a wind or a flood'. 19 She 
believed a woman's outlook was more pessimistic than the male's: 'A woman's 
imagination tends to the pessimistic; · she can scarcely see a car journey ending 

17Letter to McEldowney, 19 April 1963, MC. 
18Letter from Sister Mary Felicia, S.M. to Elsie Locke, 22 July 1986, in the possession of Heather 

Murray. 
19Letter 3 March 1959, MC. 
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without mishap'.20 But she felt also that writers were by nature sanguine; writing 
is a necessary attempt to move forwards and put things in perspective: 

... the drive towards expression is a fundamental one. . . . For one 
thing, the form of expression, be it writing, painting, or building 
bridges, is sometimes a recompense forinarticulateness in other ways .... 
[It] allows no room, at bottom, for pessimism. Faith in his own ca
pacity as a writer survives the most bitter rejection. 

The titles Unwilling Pilgrim and The Halting Place both suggest the journey 
forwards, with resting places for contemplation at difficult times. Voyages of 
discovery in space are likened to ancient sea voyages where sailors risked shipwreck 
on uncharted rocks: 

know how discovery 
Breaks through the reef-bound bars of an ancient prison 
Where we were Bonapartes, mark you, though to intent 

God's chosen in a sweet Eden. 

We should become as astronauts, simply launching ourselves forward to the.un
known: 

Again voyagers, not only in space but the mind's islands 
Where, after long, lonely groping in dark oceans 
We find the map lucent; pattern, cohesion sure, 
The course clearly apparent, leading beyond landfall. 
('Moon-Voyage', U .P., p.11.) 

In 'Unwilling Pilgrim' (U.P., p.7), France describes a second self not content to 
sit at home with the first self, tending the garden. The second self is a constant 
reminder of danger and risk-taking which bring with them greater reward. The two 
selves must wrestle, and so the garden is left and the gate shut firmly behind. 

Perllaps the poem which conveys best France's vision of perfection is 'Japanese 
Flower Arrangement' (H.P., p.27). In it she draws a pattern for life from a study of 
the Japanese art of flower arranging. Each flower is placed to represent humanity's 
relationship with the universe. The first and most graceful stalk is raised to heaven; 
the second, representing humanity, is raised below the first, with the third stalk 
representing earth upon which humanity rests. All three form a harmony: 

20Ruth France, The Sanguine Temperament', 19. 
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Notice how to begin, with three symbols; 
Raise heaven first, the tall point, the most graceful, 
Implant man below, and earth to support him: 
So three flowers become truth, and what more meet? 
Mountain and meadow between, a moderate love, 
And helpers complete the harmony, the song. 

The 'whole universe' is heaven, man, earth, together, and in their harmony, truth, 
light, and love might be found. But it is only a 'might'. The poem represents the 
human need to see a harmonious pattern in the universe which might confirm that 
a caring power shaped it. 

Humanity, by an exercise of the imagination, has brief moments when patterns 
may be seen, but they are only the fruit of the imagination: the tramp stumbles along 
a road dreaming that around the next bend he will find a comfortable armchair, 
a bottle of wine, a cooked chicken, and a cigar, laid out for him by a beneficent 
power. Humanity has the power to glimpse perfection, but the fact that we cannot 
achieve that perfection makes our glimpses so much more cruel; having the power 
to see perfection which we know does not exist in life, is life's most cruel irony. 

How does France relate to other contemporary poets in theme and imagery? As 
did many of them, Ruth France used the natural world as her subject-matter. She 
felt herself to be a 'landscape poet'. But one must resist classifying her too closely <f.S . ~ 

a 'Landfall poet', as Patrick Evans does.21 True, she was frequently published in 
Landfall, but France had to_cli._p her work to fit Brasch's shape, to produce poems 
such as 'Elegy' in well-bred language of quiet contemplation and calm regret, all 
unseemly passion excised. She understood his requirements. But in the matter of 
theme, France was more pessimistic and more angry than she was allowed to be in . 
the publishing outlets of the day. Significantly, 'The Young Legend' was the only 
one of four initial choices Curnow made for his Penguin Book of New Zealand 
Verse to be omitted. Brasch, Curnow, and Holcroft believed that New Zealanders 
could accommodate themselves to their harsh land, and their work focussed on 
showing how accommodations could be made: it was all a matter of getting to 
know the place to find 'a home in this world'. France held no hope. In this she is 
more like Thomas Hardy than any of her New Zealand contemporaries. Steeped 
in one particular region, knowing all its moods, tracing the insecurity of those 
who lived there, seeing the 'spark' that never quite went out, but remained a spark 
only, knowing that no caring God could be responsible, suspecting that the struggle 
would only continue. Such knowledge provokes the anger at the heart of her best 
poetry. 

21 Evans, Penguin History, p.171. 
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5 
Ruth France and the Critics 

Thus, when a woman comes to write a novel, she will find that she is perpetually 
wishing to alter the established values-to make serious what appears insignificant 
to a man, and trivial what is to him important. And, for that, of course, she will be 
criticized; for the critic of the opposite sex will be genuinely puzzled and surprised by 
an attempt to alter the current scale of values, and will see in it not merely a difference 
of view, but a view that is weak, or trivial, or sentimental, because it differs from his 
own. 

(Virginia Woolf)1 

To be seen as a woman writer is to be seen in a subcategory and to be concerned with 
subsidiary issues. It is to be 'minor' by definition .... 

(Dale Spender)2 

I cannot but admit that bad reviews make me very unhappy. I get over them, of course, 
to some extent, but never completely. It's the violence of some I've had that upsets 
me, and confuses me too, as I don't know what causes this. 

(Ruth France)3 

Ruth France first came to the serious attention of critics by the publication of 
Unwilling Pilgrim in 1955.4 France received some slow recognition as a writer: 
"Miss Paula Henderson" was awarded the 1957 Jessie Mackay Award for Poetry, 
and in 1958, she was asked to join P.E.N., 'in view of your service to letters over 
a long period' .5 She was accepted into the New Zealand Women Writers' Society. 

1 'Women and Fiction' (1929), in Collected Essays, edited by Leonard Woolf (London: The Hogarth 
Press 1966), vol.II, pp.141-48 (p.146). 

2Mothers of the Novel: 100 Good Women Writers Before Jane Austen (London & New York: 
Pandora, 1986), p.166. 

3Letter to Dennis McEldowney, 15 October 1962, MC. 
4Twenty-eight of the thirty-three poems had appeared before under Henderson or France, in The 
Listener (15), Landfall (8), New Zealand Poetry Yearbook (4), and Arts in New Zealand (1). 

5Louis Johnson, secretary of P.E.N., letter to France, 11 February 1958, FP. 
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Allen Curnow wrote to Mr Henderson requesting permission to include 'Return 
Journey', 'Object Lesson', 'The Young Legend', and 'After Flood', in his new 
Penguin anthology (1960), since 'all these four have the capability one looks for 
and finds so seldom'. 6 

By 1955, poetry in New Zealand was felt to be an art best engaged in by 
men. While Brasch and Curnow were prepared to let a few women into the canon, 
their presence was peripheral to the male centre. The 1951 Writers' Conference 
illustrates the marginalizing of women, with Arnold Wall and Baxter the only 
speakers prepared to give a place in the canon to female poets; otherwise they were 
ignored. Also crucial to the critical climate France faced was the split in male 
ranks: most poets, critics, and literary editors were divided and sparring over the 
proper subject-matter for New Zealand poetry. Curnow and Brasch were seen to 
lead the group of older established writers who came to prominence in the 1930s; 
Curnow felt poets should be recording genuine New Zealand response to the New 
Zealand environment. Louis Johnson gathered a group of younger disaffected poets 
about him in Wellington. They felt poetry should have more universal and personal 
themes, and that they were isolated by Curnow's narrow nationalistic requirement. 
Curnow appeared to enjoy the dispute; Brasch tried to stand aloof from it, but 
nevertheless was placed in the conservative camp by the disaffected. This chapter 
discusses whether criticism of France's work was as unbiased as criticism should 
be, or whether she was a victim of internecine battles of the day. Other questions 
considered are: was she an innocent bystander caught in cross-fire, or did she place 
herself in one camp, thus spoiling her chance of fair representation by the other? If 
this was the case, was she properly a member of that camp, or did that group want 
her? 

By 1955 the Curnow versus Johnson and Baxter, national versus universal 
battles were well underway. The main skirmishes up to 1955 may be summarized 
as follows: 

• 1945 Curnow produced his first anthology, drawing on Holcroft's and Mc
Cormick's prose work in which they required writers to seek the New Zealand 
referent. Reality for poets must be 'this land and this people' .7 

• 1949 Here & Now, a current affairs monthly with space for literature in its 
early numbers, began in Auckland as an antidote to Landfall, which was felt 
to be overly genteel and Europe-oriented. Brasch was seen as a supporter of 

6 Allen Curnow, letter to 'Henderson', 17 May 1956, FP. Curnow did not use 'The Young Legend'. 
Biographical notes in the anthology revealed Henderson to be France. 

1A Book of New 'Zealand Verse 1923-45,p.18. 
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Curnow, despite the fact that Landfall contained very little verse by Curnow, 
and only one review (of Baxter in 1947).8 

• 1949 Hilltop was started in Wellington by John M. Thomson, Loma Clendon, 
and Pat Wilson, featuring young writers including Johnson and Baxter, who 
felt shut out by Curnow and Brasch. Alistair Campbell writes that it was to 
be 'an alternative to Landfall, which we considered stuffy and academic'.9 

W.H. Oliver believes Baxter had no right to claim exclusion, having his fair 
share of space from Brasch and Cumow.10 The criticism of Brasch is hard to 
sustain also when Landfall (December 1948) gave twenty-four pages to the 
poetry of Johnson, Oliver, Sinclair, Srnithyman, and P.S. Wilson, and in his 
'Notes', Brasch wrote that the tradition of the Phoenix men was being carried 
on by a new generation of 'several diverse talents', such as those featured 
in the issue. 11 Frank McKay writes that the journal was the 'brain-child of 
J.M. Thomson, W.H. Oliver, and their friends', begun in part to publish the 
poetry of Alistair Campbell; Baxter played a small part. 12 

• 1949 M.H. Holcroft became editor of the New Zealand Listener. Born in 
1902, Holcroft was seen as 'old', conservative, and supporting Curnow. 
In 1951, Schwimmer tied him in with Curnow as joint purveyors of the 
'Curnow /Holcroft myth' .13 Holcroft used his editorials as well as his lengthy 
essays, to deliver statements on New Zealand's emerging literature. Evans 
describes Holcroft 's manner as 'oracular' .14 

• 1950 Hilltop changed its name to Arachne, with Johnson, Oliver, Schwimmer 
and Hubert Witheford as editors. Evans sees its first editorial as a desire to 
break free of the older generation, particularly Curnow and Holcroft, and to 
a lesser extent, Brasch.15 James Bertram credits Schwimmer with evolving 

8Geraets ('Landfall Under Brasch', p.155) does not include Curnow among the first ten most 
frequently-published poets in Landfall during Brasch's editorship. 

9 Alistair Campbell, Island to Island (Christchurch: Whitcoulls, 1984), p.116. 
1001iver, James K. Baxter: a Portrait, p.65. 
11Charles Brasch, 'Notes', in Landfall, 2, 4 (December 1948), 243,244. 
12Frank McKay, The Life of James K. Baxter (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1990), p.126. 

Geraets, (op.cit., p.154) notes that Brasch rejected the very personal nature of Campbell's poetry; 
he also rejected the complexity of Smithyman, and Baxter's colloquial ballads. 

13Erik Schwimmer, 'Commentary', New Zealand Poetry Yearbook, 1 (Wellington: Reed, 1951), 
pp.65-70 (p.65). 

14Evans, Penguin History, p.93. 
15lbid., p.152. 
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its international focus, and Louis Johnson with the interest in urban subject
matter.16 

• 1950 Baxter reviewed Curnow's new volume, At Dead Low Water and Son
nets in Landfall. Generally, it was a complimentary review, but Baxter 
did find in the Sonnets evidence of loquacity and imprecision-the faults 
Curnow was to find in Baxter. Baxter wondered if Curnow was not hoping 
to become 'a New Zealand laureate' by writing poems to mark national oc
casions, but he thought it more likely that Curnow required 'the reassurance 
of tangible material to balance that state (the occupational disease of artists) 
which psychologists term negativistic withdrawal'. Curnow, said Baxter, 
was 'among' the best poets in New Zealand.17 

• 1951 Writers' Conference in Christchurch. W.H. Oliver identified three dis
tinct groups divided by age: the old 'old' writers, such as Lawlor, Mulgan, 
Wall, and Scholefield; the 'old' writers of the Phoenix/Caxton generation; 
and the 'new' writers based in Wellington.18 This last group at first felt ostra
cized by Curnow, by the administration of the State Literary Fund working 
against them, and by the conservativeness of P.E.N. (both organisations were 
discussed), but after a brilliant performance by Baxter in delivering his 'Re
cent Trends in New Zealand Poetry' on the third morning, the 'young' felt 
they had earned a place, if only on the coat-tails of Baxter. Baxter said that 
poetry had changed since Curnow's first anthology, and one of five events 
which indicated the change was the publishing of Campbell's Mine Eyes 
Dazzle (1950) which showed that 'the stereotypes established by older poets 
have been broken down and, broadly speaking, a new school has come into 
the open' .19 Oliver reported in Landfall, that the conference served to iso
late Curnow, an opinion shared by Evans.20 Ironically, it was Curnow who 
acted as chairman at Baxter's address, and The Press reported on 12 May 
that Curnow described Baxter's address as 'one of the most enthralling and 
richly-packed hours on New Zealand verse' he had ever heard. 

Peter Simpson sees 1951 as marking the year in which Baxter began to move 

16James Bertram, 'Literary Periodicals at Victoria', in Flight of the Phoenix, pp.60-65 (p.65); the 
essay was first published in Spike, 49, 78 (1954), 40-44. 

17James K. Baxter, review in Landfall, 4, 2 (June 1950), 164-166 (pp. 165, 166). 
180liver, Baxter: a Portrait, p.58. 
19Baxter, in Baxter as Critic, p3. 
20W.H. Oliver, 'The Writers' Conference',Landfa/l, 5, 3 (September 1951), 220-22 (p.221); Evans, 

Penguin History, p.158. 
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away from Curnow, his fonner mentor, over the question of subject-matter 
and Curnow's neglect of poets Baxter felt worthy of consideration, such as 
Campbell and Johnson. 21 But the earlier Baxter review of Curnow's At Dead 
Low Water mentioned above shows the rift had already begun. 

• 1951 Curnow published a revised and augmented second edition of his 
anthology, in which the 'new' men were still not included, other than that 
Baxter's and Witheford's quotas were increased, as were the quotas of 'old' 
poets, such as Fairburn, Brasch, and Glover. Curnow made his new selection 
well before the 1951 conference, and his 'Note on the Second Edition' was 
written in March 1949, but the anthology was still a blow to the Wellington 
men, especially since Curnow reiterated in the 'Note' his requirement of New 
Zealand themes. Curnow remained the guardian of New Zealand poetry. 

• 1951 Louis Johnson began New Zealand Poetry Yearbook, an annual col
lection to be made on more catholic principles than those of Curnow and 
Brasch, reflecting that poetry was varied and 'shaped by many different 
hands in different ways' (p.7). The first collection was diverse, including 
worlc of poets published in Landfall, such as Glover, Henderson, Hart-Smith, 
and Dallas, along with the newer Wellington poets. It also included Brasch 
and Curnow. Johnson published an extended group of poems by four po
ets: two already acknowledged by Curnow-Charles Spear and Witheford, 
and two new Wellington poets-Pat Wilson and W.H. Oliver. But it was in 
printing an intemperate commentary by Erik Schwimmer, editor of Arachne, 
that Johnson declared war. Schwimmer attacked the rigid and authoritarian 
stance of Curnow, called his theories 'myths' believed by 'only a handful 
of literati', and questioned his ability to produce a representative anthology; 
there were other tones, styles, and approaches, said Schwimmer. 22 

• 1951 Curnow reviewed the Yearbook in Here & Now. It was a good idea, he 
said, but much of the poetry was not good. Displaying a deadly facility with 
words and using negatives to fine effect (' a few not uninteresting poems', 
'neither more nor less'), Curnow worked in several vicious stabs at the 
exposed jugular of the whole enterprise. Oliver used 'rococo effects', Wilson 
reverted to 'renovated (or can we call it neo-) Georgian'. In Wellington, he 
diagnosed 'Some stray local infection', perhaps a relapse of Kowhai Gold 

21 Peter Simpson, '"The Trick of Standing Upright": Allen Curnow and James K. Baxter', World 
Literature Written in English, 26, 2 (Autumn 1986), 369-78 (p.374). 

22Schwimmer, 'Corrunentary', 65. 
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fever.l\ngenuously, Curnow claimed that Wellington had got the whole thing 
out of proportion; he and Brasch had had to seek subject-matter appropriate 
for them, and it was for new poets 'to find and work upon their own subjects'. 
But Wellington rested their case on a claim that when they presented new 
subjects, Curnow said they were no subjects at all: 'invention in search of a 
subject', or 'the baited trap of a spurious "internationalization of culture"' .23 

Simpson feels the issue between Curnow and the Wellington poets (and 
the issues were distorted and misread by both sides) was over national or 
international subject-matter, and public debate forced both into antithetical 
positions.24 

• 1953 Curnow reviewed the second volume of the Yearbook. He condemned 
lax editors (Johnson) for publishing rubbish, lax poets for their flabby verse, 
and lax readers for bothering with it.25 Evans believes Curnow's real target 
was Baxter, using him to epitomize what was wrong with the younger 
generation, that is, writing poems without a real topic.26 

• 1954 Baxter delivered the MacMillan Brown lectures, 'The Fire and the 
Anvil' (published in 1955) in which he criticized Curnow's 'myth of insu
larity' for not being as universal as Curnow believed, and preventing him 
from seeing merit in the work of Campbell, Joseph, and Johnson.27 

• 1954 Numbers, a quarterly, was begun by Baxter, Johnson, and Charles 
Doyle. Doyle was an immigrant poet, who felt Curnow ignored him because 
he was not a native. A flyer proclaimed Numbers to be dedicated to those 
who believed 'that only liveliness can redeem the dead pan expression on 
the face of New Zealand letters today ... '. The radical aims of the group 
were reflected in the first editorial which invoked 'the spirit of Dada--the 
iconoclast-as a means of tearing a hole in the fabric of things, that light 
may be thrown on the demands of the contemporary spirit' 28 McKay writes 
that 'It represented an attempt to cock a snook at the rigorous standards of 
Landfall'; its philosophy was 'to see a much greater range of New Zealand 

23 Allen Curnow, review of New Zealand Poetry Yearbook, 1, in Here &Now, 2, 3 (December 1951), 
43-44. 

24Simpson, 'The Trick', 375. 
25 Allen Curnow, review of New Zealand Poetry Yearbook, 2 (1952) in Here &Now 3, 7 (May 1953), 

28-30. 
26Evans, Penguin History, p.164. 

Z7James K. Baxter, The Fire and the Anvil, in Baxter as Critic, pp.1H9 (pp.53, 65). 

'JJ!Numbers, 1 (July 1954): editorial, 31. 
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writers in print, and it also set great store by "internationality" '. 29 Oliver 
sees Baxter at this stage as 'a literary agitator', standing with his Wellington 
friends at 'the forward-edge of change'. 30 

• 1955 In Numbers (4) Baxter attacked the excluding and predictable editorial 
decisions of the 'big three'; people should be looking for literature in places 
'where Mr Holcroft stated, Mr Brasch implied and Mr Curnow austerely 
lamented that none could exist'. Baxter warned Curnow not to think he was 
'the literary mentor of the nation', and although not as blameworthy, Brasch 
should note 'he has been led to a false position by the solitary eminence of 
Landfall as light-bearer in the dark antipodes'.31 Numbers survived until 
1959. 

In 1955, the New Zealand poetry scene was deeply divided, with two main 
camps dug into position at opposite poles. Any utterance sent from the trenches 
on the nature of poetry was likely to be another bullet fired in the war, and review 
columns were often opportunities for reviewers to air other agendas. Women's 
poetry was peripheral to the main action, though the work of individual female 
poets could be co-opted on occasion to bolster a male stand-point. Critical response 
to Unwilling Pilgrim ranged from the complimentary critiques of Baxter and E.H. 
McCormick, to open hostility from Anton Vogt and Robert Chapman. Brasch 
first saw the poems in proof form at Caxton Press and wrote to France: '. . . how 
striking many of them are-they present a quite fresh view of ourselves, our life, 
the country, a new imaginative picture which gives me a great deal of pleasure, 
and for which I'm grateful'. 32 

Brasch chose Baxter to review the book for Landfall, demonstrating his faith 
in Baxter as critic, and it was given a full, two-page review, indicating Brasch 
thought France to be worthy of serious attention. Coincidentally, Baxter's new 
volume, Traveller's Litany was reviewed in the same issue, squeezed into the 
one review with volumes by Robert Thompson, Johnson, Smithyman, Hart-Smith, 
Rawlinson, as well as six poetry pamphlets, perhaps an indication of their standing 
in the Brasch hierarchy of New Zealand poets. J.R. Hervey, a minor Canterbury 
and Landfall poet, was given almost seven pages of criticism by M.K. Joseph in 
the same issue. Parts of Baxter's criticism of Unwilling Pilgrim are discussed in 
Chapter Six, 'Pseudonym: Paul Henderson'. After unmasking the female heart of 

19McKay, Life of Baxter, p.143. 
3001iver, Baxter: a Portrait, p.64. 
31 James K. Baxter, 'The Critic as Schoohnaster', Numbers, 4 (October 1955), 2-3 (pp.2, 3). 
32Brasch, letter to France, 31 March 1955, LC. 
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Henderson, Baxter identified her as a real poet of promise: 'Plainly a real poet is 
among us', if only she might resist the pressures 'toward stale conformity' which 
bear heavily on New Zealanders.33 Baxter liked her work because it was honest, 
'perhaps of all gifts the most necessary to a growing poet'; he found a pleasing 
combination of delicacy (in structure and symbol), allied to a lack of sentiment 
and abstraction. The work was vigorous. In her 'most characteristic poetry', such 
as 'After Flood', 'New Year Bonfire, and 'The Ghost Ships', there was 'scope and 
energy far beyond the accustomed boundaries'. It was in this aspect of France's 
work that Baxter saw links with Robin Hyde: 'The packed long line, the sharp 
visual imagery, even the occasional rawness, links her work with the best of Robin 
Hyde'. 

E.H. McCormick, writing in 1959, felt that the publishing of Unwilling Pilgrim 
'marked the advent of an exceptionally gifted recruit to the ranks of the South 
Island metaphysicals'. 34 McCormick did not elaborate on the term 'South Island 
metaphysicals'; he may have intended it to include Curnow, Bethell, and Dowling. 
Baxter used 'metaphysical' in his 1951 'Recent Trends' speech at the Writers' 
Conference to describe the work of another Cantabrian, Basil Dowling. David 
Dowling approves the term to describe what he sees as 'the moral, theological and 
philosophical problems which are concealed beneath the descriptive precision of 
his [Basil Dowling's] verse'. 35 McCormick found France similar to Bethell in her 
attention to nature, though more concerned with humankind than Bethell, drawing 
'from her rock garden the text for a moral fable; her finely observed landscapes 
lead her on to subtle self-communings or to reflections on the issues of life and 
conduct ... '. France's themes were 'the eternal ones firmly based on the particular 
and the local'. 36 

Tom Crawford inH ere & Now liked the way Henderson's best poems linked the 
New Zealand scene with personal problems and the wider problems of humanity. 
Her weighty and tough-minded themes caused him to ask, 'Dare we hope that it 
signifies the end of a period of vociferous sterility in New Zealand poetry, and 
a return to themes and moods which have often been lost sight of since R.A.K. 
Mason stopped writing?'. Since Mason wrote poetry with universal themes, not 
strongly grounded in the New Zealand scene, it is likely Crawford is sending off a 
volley at Curnow and Brasch in the national/universal campaign.37 

33Baxter, review of Unwilling Pilgrim in Landfall, 10, 1 (March 1956), 63-65 (p.65). 
34E.H. McCormick (1959), p.148. 
35Baxter, Recent Trends, p.10; David Dowling, 'Unreturning Native: a Survey of the Work of Basil 

Dowling', Landfall, 33, 3 (September 1979): 265-283; p.265. 
36McCormick (1959), p.149. 
37Tom Crawford, review of Unwilling Pilgrim in Here & Now (May 1956), 30. 
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J.C. Reid reviewed the book for The Listener. While noting some 'overworked 
phrases' and his own unease with first lines such as 'There is always something 
grave in the thought of islands', Reid commented on the strength of Henderson's 
writing, the 'unmistakable intelligence of the dialectical kind, and a sinewy logic'; 
the poet was drawn to the cold and the austere, to rock, soil, winter, and weeping 
trees: 'His mood is that of a more clinical Wordsworth', but at present, the poet's 
ideas outpaced his sensibility. There was no doubt he had both. 38 

An anonymous reviewer for The Bulletin (Sydney) was cautious in response 
because no biographical details on the poet were included: it was all a matter of 
the poet's age. If he was eighteen, then 'the book is full of promise', but if he was 
eighty, then 'it is time he learned better: for his alliterative and internal-rhyming 
style of verse, learned from Old-English through Hopkins, has some very naive 
patches of sibilants and gutturals ... '. The reviewer noted how closely Henderson 
followed themes advocated by Holcroft and Curnow: 'Mr Henderson writes about 
mountains and gardens and, influenced by M.H. Holcroft's meditations and Allen 
Cumow's poetry, much about islands, navigators and landfalls'. Allied to this was 
a concern for urban and contemporary life, invoking place names to create a 'more 
intimate relationship' with the land. When all the bumps have been smoothed out, 
the poet's thought and style is 'shrewd, nuggety and compact'.39 This reviewer 
isolated themes in the poetry sufficient to satisfy, one would think, both rival camps: 
history and early attempts to come to terms with an empty land for Holcroft and 
Curnow, and modern urban life for the Wellington poets. 

Only one or two poems were satisfying, said the anonymous reviewer for The 
Press (Christchurch); the poet was too inclined to adopt a manner 'of declamatory 
conversation', of bombarding the listener with 'rhetorical questions, exclamations 
and involved conclusions difficult either to understand or rebut Paul Hender
son is a remote descendant of Robert Browning in his more hectoring dramatic 
monologues'. In poems such as 'New Year Bonfire', 'Return Journey', 'The Last 
Footfall', 'The Island', and 'Living', the method suited the complex subject-matter, 
but ' ... elsewhere the magnitude of the manner is sadly at variance with the tiny 
core of utterance. Again and again the sledgehammer falls on the fly with a dispro
portionate clamour'. The reviewer confirms the strength and vigour of Henderson's 
style, even if these qualities are not always warranted."40 

Anton Vogt reviewed the book, along with volumes by Dora Hagemeyer and 

38J.C. Reid, review of Unwilling Pilgrim, in New Zealand Listener, 29 March 1956, 12. 
39 Anon., review of Unwilling Pilgrim, in The Bulletin (Sydney), 29 February 1956. 
40 Anon., review of Unwilling Pilgrim, in The Press (Christchurch), undated cutting in FP. Possibly 

the reviewer was Charles Spear. 
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J.R. Hervey, on radio's 'Bookshop' programme on 21 December 1955. Brasch, 
who thought Vogt a noisy upstart, wrote to the programme producer, Sarah Cam
pion, to protest about the general tone of the review.41 France was stunned by 
what she heard in the review, and wrote to Campion for a script. In his review, 
Vogt said he felt it was not his task to spare the feelings of presumptuous poets: all 
three were guilty of 'cliche-mongering repetitiousness', of echoing other writers, 
of 'hammering the leitmotif of angst in a minor key', each indistinguishable from 
the other: 

And the awful part isn't the incompetence (they aren't incompe
tent); the awful thing is the competence, the devotion, the industry, 
so largely misdirected, into the production of what is not so much 
secoiidrate as secondhand. 

The poets had not found their own voices with which to respond to life. While 
Henderson was 'gentle, conversational, nostalgic, technically skilful; yes, even 
readable', he was still unsuccessful, the words not conveying adequately the themes 
of search for permanence: 'The words get in the way; the enjambements are too 
tricky; the echoes of others too evocative of others-Eliot especially ... '.42 

It is uncertain whether or not Vogt knew Henderson was a woman (Baxter's 
review had not appeared). France felt he must have known; she wrote to Brasch: 
'I was not expecting any mercy .... for I had heard his opinion, given at a Poetry 
Reading in Christchurch, of women writers'.43 Vogt's review is an example of the 
damage to be done by one poet criticizing another as he puts on his critic's hat 
and invokes Higher Standards, known to him, but not to the subject under review; 
the poet-as-critic sets out to remove another challenger to the ranks of Poet. Vogt 
as a Wellington man with a reputation to make there, was unnecessarily harsh on 
two Canterbury poets (Henderson and Hervey) seen to be published regularly in 
Landfall and The Listener, and one (or two) poets known to be women when he 
had no respect for women's poetry. From the vantage spot of 1992, Vogt appeats 
an example of the worst of amateur reviewing, qualified only by being a versifJr 
himself, and bringing a hidden agenda, as well as an ill-concealed streak of persoiial 
cruelty to the task)which prevented him from writing an honest piece of criticism. 
France replied rather sharply to Campion (28 January 1956) on the matter of 
derivativeness: only cavemen, she said, had the advantage of not being derivative; 
'All is evocation of the work of others ... '. All knowledge, all experience is known 

41 See letter from Campion to France, 18 January 1956, FP. 
42 Anton Vogt, review of Unwilling Pilgrim and others, typescript, FP. 
43France, letter to Brasch, 7 January 1956, LC. 
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already, and the poet may only reshape the known by individual technique. She 
resented Vogt's criticism that she was unable to fuse together the irreconcilables in 
life: it was the poet's task to try, whether successful or not, otherwise he might as 
well be a bank clerk or a mechanic. The link with Eliot was 'absurd'. 

In light of Number's need to upset the Curnow/Brasch tradition, it is interesting 
to see who was chosen to review France-Robert Chapman-and to note that his 
review appeared after those of Reid in The Listener and Baxter in Landfall. Since 
Chapman and Baxter might in retrospect be seen to occupy the same camp, the 
tone of Chapman's review adds an extra dimension to the dispute. Chapman began 
from Baxter's claim in The Fire and the Anvil (1954) that New Zealand had a 
small army of busy 'tertiary workers' manufacturing 'mock poems'. Chapman 
regretted Baxter did not name some of these mock poets (Baxter was too kind), 
thereby depriving us of a 'salutary examination of the varieties of pseudo-poetry 
here ... '. Chapman named Henderson as a writer of' mock poems', and questioned 
the standards of previous editors of 'respectworthy' journals in which Henderson's 
poems had appeared; these editors must have selected Henderson for the 'safe 
quietness, the literary gentility of the work. There is nothing immediate, striking, 
alarming or brash in image; indeed, very few images; and certainly nothing fresh in 
ideas'. All Henderson's themes had been 'tamed' by the poets he copied so openly. 
In the matter of supercilious tone, Chapman had little to learn from Curnow: 

'Rock Garden,' suggests Ursula Bethell 's work, even to the prolifera
tion of hyphens. 'Mouth of the Waimak:ariri' is plainly after Charles 
Brasch, as are some others: though whether the neighbouring poetry 
of Miss Ruth Dallas should get more of the credit for such an example 
as 'House of a Settler' I am hard put to tell. Signs of Allen Curnow can 
be located at many points in 'Road Map', while Pat Wilson and Alis
tair Campbell are curiously conjoined in 'New Year Bonfire'. There is 
a Baxter cum Newbury called 'The Stranger', and even a Hart-Smith 
in 'Harewood'. 

Chapman ended with parting jabs at Henderson, undiscriminating editors, and the 
overly-conservative New Zealand Literary Fund for wasting tax-payers' money: 

Taken all in all, this collection proves our editors know what they 
like, or rather, what they liked before-even when it turns up in a much 
watered-down form. The dust-jacket and the printing do no harm to 
the well-deserved Caxton reputation. Indeed, they almost constitute 
grounds in themselves for buying the book; a book which the New 
Zealand Literary Fund saw fit to subsidize. 
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Chapman's opinion of Henderson is very different from that of Baxter, who 
found the poet honest, fresh in subject-matter and approach, vigorous with 'sharp 
visual imagery'. Was Chapman reviewing Henderson impartially, or was he en
gaging in dialogue with Baxter-as-critic over the body of Henderson? Evidence 
suggests the latter. In the same piece of criticism, Chapman also reviewed The 
Fire and the Anvil. He found it a great advance on Recent Trends, which 'certainly 
was not criticism', or analysis, but rather enthusiasm. Baxter tended to be too 
enthusiastic, inclined still 'towards selecting from his subjects only their best lines 
and not supplying a qualifying description of accompanying failures'. By attacking 
Henderson rigorously, Chapman gives Baxter the lesson in proper analysis he will 
need if he is to become a force in New Zealand poetry and criticism. Chapman's 
tone, while it is particularly savage on Henderson, towards the young, clever, but 
slightly off-the-rails Baxter, it is that of father-to-son. But that does not quite cover 
it Chapman has a hidden agenda for Baxter, and it is this which makes the critique 
an exercise in manipulation. Chapman was fulsome in his praise of Baxter because 
he was a coming force, with potential to be used against Curnow. In praising 
Baxter, Chapman demoted Curnow directly and indirectly: The Fire and the Anvil 
was 'the most important critical work on New Zealand poetry' since McCormick 
in 1940. Again, 'The way in which he sets about disinflating Mr Curnow's term 
"the time-life of a poem" ... is really masterly'. Mr Baxter offered a better way of 
dealing with the artistic problems of life in New Zealand: 

He has shewn real insight into the spiritual problem of living and 
creating works of art in a morally-naked land. Both Mr Curnow and 
Mr Holcroft tended in their writings to see the primary nakedness as a 
lack of history which was an already demonstrably-incorrect diagnosis 
in the 'thirties. The resulting confusion has held up the asking of the 
correct questions for some years. Mr Baxter helps to remedy their 
mistake, while rightly being careful to pay his respects to these two 
early workers in the vineyard.44 

Chapman's agenda was to convey the feeling that Curnow and Holcroft were 
out-dated, misguided, and no longer a force; power had shifted to younger men 
in the cities. The review suggested that Chapman and Numbers were hoping to 
bind Baxter, their greatest hope, more firmly to their side, and drive further wedges 
between him and his early mentor, Curnow. Somewhere amongst the in-fighting
for no matter that they were fighting over their craft, history has proved them all 

44Robert Chapman, 'For the Coffee-Shop Army', review of Unwilling Pilgrim by Paul Henderson. 
She Was My Spring by J.R. Hervey, and The Fire and the Anvil by James K. Baxter, in Numbers, 
2, 1 (May 1956), 26-29. 
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'in' compared to France-Unwilling Pilgrim did not receive the serious, unbiased 
criticism it might have expected, and fell wounded, a civilian casualty. 

France published her second volume of poetry The Halting Place in 1961 
without assistance from the Literary Fund. Only seventeen of its thirty-nine poems 
had been published previously in magazines, suggesting she had trouble placing 
her poems during this time. The Listener had printed eleven, and Land! all three. 
In the six years since France's previous book, the dispute between Curnow and 
the Wellington poets intensified to the detriment of poetry in general, and of 
poets on the periphery in particular. Simpson sees Baxter's dispute with Curnow 
moving towards its height in the mid-sixties, as both reshaped their poetry
Curnow moving from the 'prison of a provincial perspective', and Baxter trying to 
'rediscover the virtue of grounding his poems in immediate experience'-by each 
moving towards the position occupied by the other.45 

The dispute continued after France stopped publishing, but skirmishes during 
the relevant years from 1955 to 1962 were as follows: 

• 1956 Chapman pursued his own course of setting New Zealand poetry to 
rights by co-producing an anthology in 1956; he scored something of a moral 
victory by securing the prestigious Oxford University Press as publishers, 
and a London printer. Chapman claimed his to be the only anthology since 
Currie's and Alexander's in 1906 to survey New Zealand verse from its 
beginnings.46 His inclusions indicate what he believed Curnow had ignored 
to the detriment of poetry: much more pre- l 930s verse, in an effort to 
play down the importance of the Phoenix men as initiators of New Zealand's 
poetic tradition, and to emphasize that the tradition was derived from England 
(Curnow's 'Not in Narrow Seas', said Chapman, confirmed, extended and 
realized themes written by W.P. Reeves); a good representation of Wellington 
men including Vogt, Witheford, Johnson, Oliver, Baxter, Campbell, and 
Wilson; a shaft sent in the direction of Brasch by including only nine of his 
poems and fourteen poems of Kendrick Smithyman, whose complex verse 
Brasch had struggled to understand, printing very little of it in Land! all;41 

and by stressing the importance of urban topics as subject-matter. Paul 
Henderson was omitted. 

• 1960 If the Wellington men felt they were gradually making a place for 

45 Simpson, 'The Trick', 376. 
46Robert Chapman, introduction to An Anthology of New Zealand Verse, p.xix. 
47See John Geraets, 'Kendrick Smithyman and Brasch's Landfall', in Landfall, 40, 4 (December 

1986), 443-57. 
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themselves in poetry's Establishment, the publication of Curnow's Penguin 
Book of New Zealand Verse in 1960, dispelled the illusion. Evans writes 
that Cumow's new introduction was 'steeped in nationalist imagery [which] 
affirmed a regionalist posture', making the Wellington men of the 1950s 
seem like a 'minor deviation' .48 Nevertheless, Curnow did move to include 
minimal selections of Witheford, Chapman, Johnson, Campbell, Oliver, and 
Wilson, as well as nine Baxter poems. On the surface, Curnow's selection of 
Baxter seemed generous, but D.C. Walker wondered whether the selection 
was not 'one of the most ruthless examples ever of how in fact to damn a 
poet while pretending to emphasize his work?' .49 Curnow reserved most 
space for what Evans calls the 'Landfall Poets'. Although Curnow may not 
have appeared often himself in Landfall, it is clear he and Brasch were drawn 
to the same type of poetry, which Evans calls 'a plangent poetry about the 
silence and emptiness of the countryside and the tenuousness of European 
life on the land'. Evans sees this as a conservative influence impeding the 
progress of poetry in the sixties, particularly the progress of women poets 
who had to write to the Brasch prescription to be published.50 It is not 
surprising that Curnow selected three Henderson poems which were full of 
'plangent' musings on isolation, the empty land, and the forces of nature, 
and that he omitted his early choice of 'The Young Legend', an urban poem 
written in the harsh, rough cadence of everyday speech, and a poem which 
in many ways prefigured the changes wrought in poetry in the late 1960s, 
as an even newer group of young men sought to bring American influences 
into New Zealand verse. 

• In 1961 Baxter reviewed the Penguin Book in a tone which suggests the gap 
between the two groups was wide. Baxter felt there was too much Curnow
one-third of the whole book if the preface was counted, too much Mason 
and Glover, too little of the Wellington poets; Curnow selected a poor poem 
of Baughan because it was on a Curnow theme, and misread Smithyman 
in selecting him as a nature poet preoccupied with historical themes. He 
accused Curnow of 'prejudice or timidity', and saw him with Brasch, as a 
restricting influence, still tied to a thirties perspective. 51 

48 Evans, Penguin History, pp.165, 166. 
49D.C. Walker, 'A World in Search of a World', review of An Anthology of Twentieth Century New 

'Zealand Poetry, (1970) in Landfall, 24, 4 (December 1970), 356-366 (p.363). 
50Evans, Penguin History, pp.170-72. 
51 James K. Baxter, 'The Kiwi and Mr. Curnow', in Education, 10, 1 (February 1961); reproduced 

in James K. Baxter as Critic, pp.193-97 (pp.194-96). 
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• 1962 Much of what the Wellington group objected to about Landfall was 
epitomized by Brasch 's selection of work from fifteen years to form Land
fall Country (1947-1961, published in 1962). Johnson reviewed it for the 
Hawkes Bay Herald-Tribune. He found it not representative of writing dur
ing a period which had been 'the most profitably creative of our cultural 
history'; the parent magazine did carry memorable work, but 'one usually 
has to quarry for it among slag-heaps of intellectual attitudinising, fashion
able academic and cultural footnotes on how and what to think, and arid 
disquisitions on how to achieve a good (if not exciting) set of values for 
outcasts in the Antipodes'. Landfall did not present the real New Zealand, 
or accept New Zealand fully, its editor turning always to gaze at the won
ders left behind in Europe; dissidents were ignored; only poetry elegaic and 
contemplative in mood was favoured. Johnson concluded: 'One does not go 
to Landfall-and never has--to find what is new and urgent on the creative 
front'; it has become a museum.52 Paul Henderson, with 'Elegy', was one 
of seventeen poets represented. 

Louis Johnson discussed The Halting Place in his introduction to New Zealand 
Poetry Yearbook, 11 (1964), mainly from the aspect of 'maleness' and 'femaleness', 
as will be described in Chapter Six, 'Pseudonym: Paul Henderson'. He recognized 
Henderson's verse to be in transition from a rather derivative poetry written by 
a woman pretending to be a man, towards poetry written by a woman exercising 
her female response to life, as best seen in 'Always, On Waking', 'To Wake, 
Uncertain', and 'I Think of Those'. By 'transitional' Johnson implied she was 
moving from impersonal 'purely observational and anecdotal', Curnowesque verse 
towards themes of a more personal nature, depending on 'elements of feminine 
autobiography', such as might be approved by the Wellington poets.53 

Baxter in Comment, also recognized the transitional stage of the poetry: 'Paul 
Henderson's [poetry] gave me a strong sense of material half revealed and half 
buried. The poems are works of transition'. Baxter believed the most valuable 
nuggets were yet to be separated from the over-burden. It was not so much the move 
toward personal topics Baxter noted, but a move to a more vigorous poetic voice 
and to those subjects Baxter himself favoured which reflected the harsh reality of 
New Zealand life: 'The poems ... celebrate frequently a certain raw and meagre 
quality in New Zealand life', as in 'Elegy' for a drowned boy which 'achieves an 

521..ouis Johnson, 'Grim Reality Mapped in Landfall's Choice', review of Landfall Country, in the 
Hawkes Bay Herald-Tribune, 19 January 1963. 

53 Johnson, 'The Year the Drought Broke', Introduction to New Zealand Poetry Yearbook, 11 [1964], 
pp.9-30, (pp.17-18). 
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admirable and difficult balance between nihilism and pity ... '. He liked her sensual 
response to the landscape, but above all, it was the natural vigour of Henderson's 
style, revealed in her best work, which Baxter praised most highly and linked 
her again in his mind with Robin Hyde: 'She has the potential powers which 
could produce poems comparable with the great last poems of Robin Hyde ... '. 
Her themes were large, uncovering the life-force itself, and expressing 'the final 
separateness of one self from another'. Conflict lay at the heart of the best poetry, 
but her fault lay in exposing her 'nodules of experience' before 'they have come 
to their full growth in the mind'. Sense and intellect were not yet in fine balance, 
but clearly Baxter felt that Henderson, approaching fifty years of age, had her best 
work ahead of her. 54 

The anonymous Press reviewer agreed with Baxter that it was the elegaic and 
personal tone of Henderson which produced her best work and caused the verse to 
take on 'a real immediacy. It becomes more inevitable and dramatic in its form, 
more intense and precise in its emotion' than in the bulk of the verse which was 
conventional and predictable. In the six or so best poems, 'a melancholic sense of 
confinedness and lack of fulfillment is admirably caught; reading stops and feeling 
begins, and no poetry fancier could ask for more'. 55 

Alan Roddick reviewed The Hal ting Place in Land/ all. He noted improvements 
in the new volume: 'In general, the shorter poems here are the more impressive, 
distinguished by a surer feeling for rhythms, tighter lines and a more elliptical 
syntax'. Roddick praised the pruning away of excess verbiage: the 'tighter verse 
structure', the greater control over words, now more 'compact' and 'loaded', and 
the often ambiguous punctuation which could suggest several levels of meaning 
within single phrases. The poet was finding his true voice and better poetry would 
come.56 

Joan Stevens in The Listener felt Henderson was not yet sufficiently in com
mand of his poet's craft. Not enough had yet been done to strip away wordiness, 
'mere eloquence' and repetition of certain 'insistent adjectives', or loaded and 
compound words. Detail was 'in excess of what the subject seems to require. As a 
result the verse is clogged with verbal embroidery'. The New Zealand landscape 
was overly rich with poetic subject-matter, said Stevens, so that 'Conventional po
etic material lies handy', and offered a trap for inexpert poets who did not realize 
that 'it must go through the fires of artistic creation before it can be transmuted 
into poetry. The very traditional verse in The Halting Place is still in the process 

54James K. Baxter, review of The Halting Place, in Commen!, 4,1 (October 1962), 42-43. 
55 Anon., review of The Halting Place, in The Press (Christchurch), 9 March 1963. 
56 Alan Roddick, review of The Halting Place in Landfall, 16, 4 (December 1962), 396-98. 
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of becoming, though there is genuine vision behind it'. 57 

It has been stated already that it was impossible for a poet publishing in the 
'fifties and 'sixties not to be caught up in the in-fighting; while France's poetry was 
reviewed by critics not openly engaged in the debate, such as Joan Stevens, J.C. 
Reid, and several 'Anon's, those who reviewed her at length and most eloquently 
were participants, such as Vogt, Chapman, and Baxter. Of the latter, Baxter stands 
out as the only fair commentator, able to put aside self-interest. He concentrated on 
finding something encouraging to say, but pointed out weaknesses in a charitable 
and constructive way. Above all, he had deep respect for the craft of poetry: if 
a person claimed to be a poet, Baxter took the claim seriously, unlike Vogt and 
Chapman who were clever spoilers. A good poet/critic often has insights into the 
craft of poetry not seen by lay-people: Baxter's poetry was itself being transformed 
during the sixties, as he pruned away excess verbiage in favour of a sharper, leaner 
voice. He recognized that France was moving in the same direction, and her work 
in The Halting Place showed this transition. It is unlikely France drew comfort 
from this, as her poetry career faltered and died without changing direction. (This 
will be discussed in Chapter Seven.) 

The Wellington men put France in the Curnow/Landfall camp, not only because 
of her age, but because she published frequently in Landfall and The Listener, and 
her work appeared to suit themes and styles approved by those editors. But Baxter 
and Johnson offered fair and encouraging criticism of her work; perhaps they 
recognized themes and tones of voice which were not strictly Landfallean and 
indicated she might yet be engaged to their side. To the other Wellington men 
she was a minor figure, female, and irrelevant: only one woman, Fleur Adcock, 
managed to make Doyle's 1965 anthology, Recent Poetry in New Zealand; Adcock 
was Campbell's wife. 

France was not sympathetic to the younger Wellington men: as 'Henderson', 
she disagreed publicly with Campbell over the national{mternational debate in New 
Zealand poetry, a fact which must have helped the Wellington group to put France 
in the Curnow/Brasch camp. Campbell came to France's attention in his capacity of 
organiserof radio's 'Poetry' programme. In 1958 Henderson wrote to The Listener 
questioning the wisdom of the young Wellington men wanting to circumvent the 
New Zealand referent, and regretting the gulf between the generations. The 1930s 
generation wanted-

roots in a hostile landscape, and a native literature. Their counter
parts of the fifties, represented by Alistair Campbell, say ... 'So what? 
That's all right but it's finished with. Let's get on to other things, such 

57Joan Stevens, review of The Halting Place in The New Zealand Listener, (5 October 1962), 18. 
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as personal relationships' .... but for Alistair Campbell to imply that 
he can ignore New Zealand as a place where he breathes and is, de
nies the claim of his generation to a universal value .... Some of our 
'landscape' generation, notably Charles Brasch and Allen Curnow, 
have been able to evolve a valid personal world, developed from their 
knowledge of where they lived and who they were. If Mr Campbell 
can show as well in the work of his maturity where the attitudes of his 
youth have brought him we shall be well satisfied. 

France concluded by pointing out that in Shakespeare, 'the universal is rooted in 
place and time as well as in personal relationships', and by regretting 'that there 
is always such a lack of unity among generations'.58 In 1959 France wrote to 
McEldowney: ' ... many different kinds of poetry have value, even that of Alistair 
Campbell, who annoys me intensely for his narrow-mindedness whenever I hear 
him'.s9 

Curnow recognized enough in Henderson's poetry to fit her into his land and 
people requirements, and he gave her some modest if ambivalent public recognition 
by publishing her in the Penguin anthology, and private recognition in his letter 
to Mr Henderson ('all these four [poems] have the capability one looks for and 
finds so seldom'). This letter was written in May 1956, yet in 1953, he had been 
particularly harsh on aspects of France's work-work which sounded very like his 
own in tone and subject-matter: in his criticism of the second Poetry Yearbook 
which took the form of an open letter to Johnson, Curnow attacked her 'vague 
verbal gestures of acquiescence-tinged (that's the word) with regret' as in-

We find the map lucent; pattern, cohesion sure, 
The course clearly apparent, leading beyond landfall. 

And he did not like the 'inept prolixity' of 'There is always something grave in the 
thought of islands' .60 Curnow was distancing himself from France, as gublished 
by Johnson; Curnow's first aim in the open letter was to show Johnso11fhe)was a r 
poor judge of poetry, and of France's poetry in this instance. 0 

Charles Brasch welcomed France to La.ndfall in 1948: France wrote poems 
which fitted Brasch 's requirements, or she was willing to alter words or lines to suit 
him (as will be discussed later). France was one of the most frequently-published 
poets in Landfall in the early days. Although in the last five years of her life (up 
to 1968), Brasch rejected most poems France sent him, he did include one among 

58 'Paul Henderson', letter to editor, The Listener, (29 August 1958), 11. 
59Ruth France, letter to McEldowney, 8 June 1959, MC. 
00 Allen Curnow, review of New 'Zealand Poetry Yearbook 2, p.29. 
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his 'Poems of the Mid-Sixties'. It was 'Beside the Water', a typically quiet, stately 
'nocturne' about evening light on deserted boat-sheds.61 Brasch included a France 
poem ('Elegy') in Landfall Country. In 1964 Brasch sent France a personal copy of 
his new volume of poems, Ambulando.62 Despite experiencing nearly twenty years 
of Brasch's 'old-fashioned and rather courtly manner'63 with which he encouraged 
his poets, France felt her relationship with Landfall was uncertain and tenuous. She 
wrote to McEldowney: 'My publishing connections with Landfall are uncertain; I 
must be content to make its pages sometimes ... '. 64 

M.H. Holcroft published France in The Listener from 1949, in which year her 
poems were published on five occasions between May and December, including 
the 'Royal Ode'. France regularly contributed poems, a few stories, radio reviews, 
articles, letters to the editor, and there were reviews of her books and articles about 
the radio plays made from her novels. Holcroft wrote a lengthy obituary which was 
broadcast on 'Feminine Viewpoint' and later printed in The Listener (27 September 
1968). 

France felt herself to belong to 'the landscape generation'; young poets must 
still show an implicit feeling of place, though not necessarily as a 'first factor'. 65 

She elaborated on this in a letter to Holcroft, in which she expressed her intense 
involvement with New Zealand and, in particular, with the Canterbury landscape: 
'Though writers talk of being international and universal, I still feel they must have 
roots. Certainly one generation may find its roots to such an extent that the next 
may take them for granted, but they can't be completely dispensed with' .66 Again, 
she wrote on the topic to McEldowney: 

... I'm a bit hesitant about. .. this business of writers finding 'national 
boundaries very artificial'. I still think the universal comes from the 
particular ... and isn't it just as much a self-conscious New Zealand 
attitude to proclaim ourselves international as it was to try to build a 
New Zealand literature by finding our place in the landscape? 

Probably, she said, American and English writers simply get on with the job of 
writing, rather than proclaiming themselves international or national.67 

61Landfall, 19, 1 (March 1965), 10-33 (pp.17-18). 
62Ruth France, letter to Brasch, 28 July 1964. LC. 
63Evans, Penguin History, p.170. 
64France, letter to McEldowney, 8 December 1960, MC. 
65Ruth France, rough notes for a talk on writing, FP. 
66Ruth France, letter 29 January 1962. Holcroft, M.H. Papers. MS Papers 1186: folder L23. 

Alexander Turnbull Library, NLNZ. 
67France, letter to McEldowney, 19 April 1963, MC. 
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France was firmly in the school of Holcroft. Each read in the other important 
themes and moods they considered essential for the literature. It is unlikely that 
France uplifted her themes entire from Holcroft; rather that he spelled out and 
gave substance to ideas she had already formed herself. His two early essays, The 
Deepening Stream and The Waiting Hills were published in 1940 and 1943, after 
France returned to New Zealand and began to write seriously. She owned copies of 
them. It is likely France was influenced by Holcroft's claim that the proper course 
for writers was to write on the land and people themes as a way of acclimatizing 
people to the new country, even if she found acclimatizing an impossible task; her 
response by way of writing The Tunnel in accordance with Holcroft's call for a 
novel about construction gangs at the Homer Tunnel has already been discussed. 
Holcroft was quick to praise France's work; she was grateful that he pointed out 
the important role of the sea and the river in her two novels. 

Other signs that France responded to Holcroft's work may be seen in the 
poetry. He wrote of the long voyages to New Zealand and the residual memory of 
voyaging in the national subconscious; France put special emphasis on journeys 
herself, both dreading them and finding that they stimulated her to new work, 
especially voyaging poems, such as 'The Ghost Ships' and 'Moon-Voyage' (U.P., 
pp.38,11.) Holcroft expressed fear at the impermanence of life in New Zealand 
induced by the recent violent forces which shaped the country: 'There is a challenge 
to the mind in the earthquakes, volcanic eruptions and floods that can bring the 
threat of sudden disaster'. 68 France had a lively apprehension of natural disasters 
and human response to them, often making jottings about whirlpools, floods, and 
tidal waves. Her worst fears about the tenuousness of life in New Zealand, and 
of human stupidity in response, were realized in May 1960 when a tidal wave 
was forecast for Canterbury shores. Holcroft's 'parables of human fragility' were 
acted out as dozens of people rushed to the beaches to watch developments, and 
the first wave wrenched boats from moorings and tossed them half-way up Cliff 
Street where France lived.69 

France wrote numerous poems on humanity's faint footholds, 'After Flood' 
being a typical example. Holcroft praised Brasch, Curnow, and Mason for writing 
poetry which demonstrated a desire for roots in the soil; for France roots and rock 
were dominating images, as in 'Rock Garden' (U.P., p.14).70 She wrote many 
poems about ancestors, early settlers, seafarers, whalers, and Maori, which were 

68M.H. Holcroft, The Deepening Stream: Cultural Influences in New 'Zealand (Christchurch: Cax
ton, 1940), p.30. 

69Holcroft, Deepening Stream, p.32; France, letter to Brasch, 9 June 1960, LC. 
70Holcroft, Waiting Hills, p.77. 
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based on real incidents, as suggested by Holcroft71 

Perhaps Holcroft's strongest influence on France may be seen in her descrip
tions of rain forest in The Tunnel and the poem, 'Rain Forest, Cascade Creek' (H.P., 
p.45.) Relevant passages have already been quoted on page 100. They are similar 
to this passage of Holcroft's: 

I find it hard to believe that New Zealanders can remain unaware 
of the sinister quality of the great rain forest-misnamed 'bush'
of Westland. This is a place where the vines hang looped from an 
overhead gloom, where parasitic growths cling to the black pines and 
the rimu, where the lance-wood stands free and slim above the tree 
ferns and where, creaking on a humid soil, the rotting timbers have their 
own dank odour of decay. . . . the forest reveals itself as something 
that is not ours, something that has never belonged even to the Maori, 
but has known centuries of an undisturbed stillness, or has contained 
some dream of life too strange for our minds to grasp .... in New 
Zealand the empty places lead us straight towards the unknown .... 72 

France fitted in naturally with Holcroft; she tried to fit in with Brasch and 
Landfall. She shared Brasch 's land and people themes, and mostly his concerns for 
New Zealand literature, but Brasch did not like writing of an emotional or personal 
nature; to France, this was an important part of her poet's task, as noted by Johnson 
and Baxter, and also it was an outlet for her reserved personality.73 Brasch wanted 
feeling to be sifted through several layers of art and France's often was not Brasch 
liked a high and refined 'poetic' language, whereas France often chose the rougher 
discourse of everyday speech, as in 'The Young Legend', which Brasch rejected. 
Geraets analyzed the type of poetry Brasch favoured, typified by Ruth Dallas's 
'Autumn Landscape': a romantic attitude to the subject, restrained emotion, ample 
simile, metaphor and alliteration, 'mood-inducing' words such as 'weep' and 'soft', 
a melodic rather than a spoken cadence, a neat and logical development of ideas, 
with a concluding rounding-off statement.74 If Brasch had encouraged the harsh 
realism of France's less genteel poetry, she might have pursued this voice to find a 
better way of carrying her poetry into the mid-sixties as Baxter did with his. 

France's contemporary, Mary Stanley, who wrote personal poetry, did not try to 
publish in Landfall, suggesting perhaps that she recognized where Brasch's tastes 

71Ibid., p33. 
72Holcroft, Deepening Stream, pp.22-23. 
73Geraets, 'Landfall Under Brasch'(p.141) notes Brasch's dislike of personal poems. 
74Ibid., pp.133-34, 141. 
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lay, or that she felt unable to engage in a lengthy dialogue to justify her poetry, 
similar to that engaging the energies of her husband, Kendrick Smithyman. There 
are no letters from her in the files of Landfall Correspondence. Sadly, Stanley's 
published output was smaller than France's; while sparing herself Brasch's polite 
but chillingly firm rejections, she was not sufficiently encouraged to publish again. 

France can be seen adapting to Brasch's wishes in their correspondence over 
the poem 'Elegy'. Geraets (op. cit., pp.88-89) noted that young poets would 
agree to changes in order to be published in Land/ all; there was an element of 
this with France, but also she respected Brasch and, lacking confidence and self
assertiveness, she thought he knew best. She sent the first draft of 'Elegy' to Brasch 
in 1957; it read: 

Morning after death on the bar was calm; 
There was no difficulty in looking for the boy's body. 
The boat had been found in the dark, overturned, 
And at dawn the men went out again .... 
He should not have attempted the bar, of course; 
The tide was ebbing but he was making for home. 
On the wide sea with night falling, 
Only the open, small yacht to uplift him, 
He must have felt, well, give it a go. 

Brasch wrote (27 November 1957) to say, among other points, that he did not like 
the 'slang' of give it a go. France replied (2 December) offering to change give it 
a go to well, try, or if Brasch still found these 'too colloquial', perhaps he could 
change it to the more formal he must have felt that he should try. Brasch continued 
(6 December) by conceding give it a go 'had the virtue of directness, and so has try, 
but it seems just too bald; what about try it? I'm distinguishing between colloquial 
and slang, which I hope is justified'. France (10 December) agreed, opting for He 
must have felt, well, try it, which, she said, 'I find quite satisfactory if you do'. 
Brasch's change became final in all subsequent publications of 'Elegy'. Gentility 
won over vigour, and the tone of the poem was weakened. Well, give it a go not 
only was in keeping with the rest of France's language in the poem, but it captured 
the voice of a young boy, and carried something of the poet's harsh despair at the 
drowning (based on a real incident near France's home). Ironically, in the letter 
of 2 December, France added a P.S: 'I thought the B.B.C. reading of N.Z. poems 
could have done with a bit more N.Z. energy, The rhythms were lost, particularly 
in your poem & in Ruth Dallas's'. 

France's links with Brasch were tenuous; she was puzzled that he rejected so 
much of her poetry. To her he must have seemed an Olympian figure: she accepted 
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his standards and tried to write to please him, and succeeded only in preventing 
her poetry from adapting to the changing climate of the 1960s. Allying herself 
with the conservative Holcroft and with Landfall ensured she was rejected by the 
young men at the fore-front of change. France could never build up the confidence 
she needed; her writing life exemplified her dominant theme, humanity's basic 
insecurity. By 1962, she was disillusioned, writing little and feeling she had 
exhausted her themes and become repetitive.75 She was not a strong-minded writer 
like Mansfield, Hyde, Ashton-Warner, or Frame, who would carry on writing as 
their instincts dictated. Unlike the Wellington writers, she had few writing friends 
and none of them were poets; housewives seldom gather in pubs to discuss their 
poetry. She listened to poetry and book programmes on radio, went to lectures, to 
the 1951 and 1959 Writers' Conferences; she corresponded in a reserved fashion 
with her editors. But she felt isolated from the crucible of a writer's world; 
a tentative correspondence with Ruth Dallas foundered on what France saw as 
Dallas's self-sufficiency. She enrolbd at university, aged fifty-two, as a last-ditch 
attempt to enlarge her experience through the writing of others, and to seek new 
directions for her own. 

France fitted herself into the landscape school of Brasch; her themes were 
the themes of the day as isolated by Bertram in 1954: The Empty Land, The 
Ancestors, First Settlers, Colonial Generations, The Land and the People, The 
Encircling Seas.76 But France was always a peripheral figure and never 'one of 
the boys'. Furthermore, her themes were filtered through a perspective not strictly 
in line with received opinion. France's perspective differed because of her vastly 
different upbringing: while her upper-middle-class male contemporaries were at 
university, or in Europe perfecting their dissatisfactions with New Zealand, or 
publishing their first slim volumes, France was breaking free of her lower-middle
class, poor Irish Roman Catholic family, marrying during the Depression, and 
raising children. Not having seen Europe, she did not know what she lacked, and 
accepted New Zealand, not exhibiting the dichotomy between 'here' and 'there', 
and never quite fitting in either. France accepted New Zealand with all its faults 
as Brasch never did, or as Fairburn, Curnow, and the poets of the thirties did 
not, according to McCormick: he criticized them for the failure 'in their more 
serious work, to come to terms with their social environment', with Fairburn and 
Curnow showing an immature 'unyielding spirit of antagonism (sometimes of 

75France, letter to Brasch, 21 November 1962, LC. 
76Jarnes Bertram, review of Country Road & Other Poems 1947-1952 by Ruth Dallas, in.Landfall, 

8, 1 (March 1954), 55-58 (p.57). 
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petulence) ... ' towards theircountry.77 France may not have felt 'at home' in New 
Zealand, but that stemmed from her basic insecurity in a universe which seemed 
to treat its occupants in cavalier fashion, and New Zealand was as near to 'home' 
as one could be. As a result she was far less self-conscious about her country; in 
order to be a relevant writer as defined by Chapman and Baxter, that is to be laying 
bare the corrupt heart of society, the writer had to be extremely self-conscious, and 
unaccepting of the standards of his (usually his) country. 

Unlike the poets of the thirties and the Wellington men, France had little 
social sense. In a foreword to New Poems in 1934, Ian Milner and Denis Glover 
called for poetry which reflected a changing society, and which displayed a 'social 
awareness', which would contribute to a 'renewed poetic vigour and pliancy'. 78 

France did not write explicitly about society, but about individuals, people usually 
in the limbo of a hostile landscape. Her suburbs were not clever examples of 
humanity pulling together, but clusters of frightened people on the edges of the 
void. The idea of the Just Society, the New Jerusalem, which her contemporaries 
believed they were helping to build, was not part of France's view of the world. 
It implies lasting perfection, and to France, perfection came only rarely, in very 
small doses. Lack of faith in Utopia, or in the essential goodness of unsophisticated 
men and women, marks France off as less romantic and more pessimistic than her 
fellow writers. France was not political. She was more tolerant of New Zealand, 
flawed as it was, because she doubted anything better was achievable; she did 
not see herself as the artist isolated by a philistine society (and correspondingly 
superior to that society which might yet be redeemed through artistic intervention), 
but isolated because that was humanity's awful plight. 

Again, in the matter of religion, France was more radical and pragmatic than 
her contemporaries. There was no God of any sort, and having decided that, she 
was not wracked by guilt as other lapsed Catholic writers were, nor always looking 
over her shoulder in case, and trying to find a replacement. Such was the human 
plight, no benevolent power could have thought it up. If there is no God, and 
no point in searching, then a vast amount of subject-matter is removed from the 
poet's store-house, and this isolated France from her contemporaries, particularly 
the Canterbury metaphysicals, who maintained a poetically fruitful search. 

Being a landscape poet and a regional poet did not make France a Romantic 
poet of the Wordsworth type. She was not a pantheist, nor did she see an animistic 
force in nature as Baxter did. Lessons might be learned from nature, but God had 

77McCormick, Letters and Art (1940), pp.188-89. 
78Quoted by Ian Milner in 'Denis Glover & The Caxton Club: A Memoir', in Islands, 4, 3 (Spring 

1975), 265-70 (p.269). 
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nothing to do with it France leant more towards the metaphysical school derived 
from Donne. J.C. Reid noted an 'unmistakable intelligence of the dialectical kind, 
and a sinewy logic'.79 She engaged in conversations and arguments about the 
human predicament. But she did not fit with academic poets such as Smithyman, 
Stead, Sinclair, Joseph, and Stanley, centred on Auckland University.., who wrote 
'learned' poems in the metaphysical tradition, using the language itself as subject
matter, as well as what Smithyman called 'a wider range of information than is the 
habit of poets in other cities'. 80 

To conclude, France's poetry was the victim of much ill-judged and biased 
criticism by people who were often engaged-in dialogues other than the one with 
France. She published in a time of general commotion and bad feeling about the 
nature of poetry, and her work did not usually receive the professional standard of 
criticism it deserved. If it had done so, France might have felt confident to keep 
writing. Harm was done to her cause by being seen to be of the Brasch/Land! all 
school to which she did not belong. Increasingly, Brasch did not want her. And 
she did harm to her own cause by never developing the voice that Brasch did not 
like-that harsher, more pragmatic, and more personal voice. In the end she fitted 
nowhere. 

France's first novel, The Race (1958), was published in between her two 
volumes of verse. Twelve publishers in New Zealand and Great Britain read it 
before Constable agreed to take it. Readers and most reviewers greeted it warmly, 
if not ecstatically. The ultimate accolade came from the Governor-General->who 
told her at a P.E.N. reception that he had even bought a copy with his own money. 81 

Some saw it as a landmark in the evolution of a native literature. M.H. Holcroft 
wrote to France that in publishing the novel, she had reached 'the forefront of 
our novelists in a single stride', and had lifted the New Zealand novel to a 'new 
level of development'. Later he was to write that the novel 'was seen to be a new 
achievement in New Zealand writing', being a new kind of novel. Holcroft was 
particularly pleased by its appearance because it fitted in with his requirement for 
a literature to evolve in response to the sea and the land; France had attempted 
'to capture in fiction the feeling that islanders must have for ships and the sea'.82 

Joan Stevens felt that despite its flaws, The Race 'is one of the fine novels of the 
1950s'.83 

79 Reid, The Listener, 29 March 1956, 12. 
80Smithyman, A Way of Saying, p.28. 
81 France, letter to McEldowney, 15 December 1964. MC. 
82M.H. Holcroft, letter to France, 7 October 1958, FP; Holcroft, obituary for Ruth France, New 

'Zealand.Listener, 27 September 1968. 
83Joan Stevens, The New 'Zealand Novel (1961), p.109. 
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The Race appeared during one of the flowering periods of the novel in New 
Zealand, at a time of expectation and excitement in book-reading circles. In 1957 
Janet Frame's Owls Do Cry and Ian Cross's The God Boy appeared to acclaim, and 
in 1958 Sylvia Ashton-Warner's Spinster and M.K. Joseph's/' ll Soldier No More 
were published. Charles Brasch wrote: 'How long will it be before as many as five 
New Zealand novels appear again in a twelvemonth?' 84 Lawrence Jones believes 
Brasch 'implicitly' added The Race to the four novels mentioned above.85 R.J. 
Smithies also wrote that the novel put France among the 1950s writers of note. 86 

E.H. McCormick praised The Race, as described in Chapter One. 
Two aspects of the novel most reviewers noted were its realism and the inter

weaving of the two plot threads, the action of the men at sea, and the inaction of 
the women on shore. Ruth France took pains to make a recognizable and realistic 
picture of people and country. The sailing sequences involved a high degree of 
familiarity with yachting. She wrote to Brasch that the novel must represent au
thentic New Zealand; she did not care what English reviewers thought, 'so long 
as it is authentic New Zealand. I feel myself so very much a New Zealander'. 87 

Dennis McEldowney responded warmly to the realism, and it encouraged him to 
write his first letter to France: he had crossed Cook Strait in the storm recorded in 
the novel, and also was familiar with the Wellington scenes. He thought the storm 
sequences were so realistic that the publishers should have distributed sea-sickness 
pills with the book, and the last chapter was very moving. 88 

Realistic attention to small detail, particularly of the sea, storm, and life onboard 
the yacht, enhanced the excitement.89 Reviewers acknowledged Mrs France's 
familiarity with her subject: the book was 'full of sailing expertise to which the 
uninitiated bends a respectful knee', said Books and Bookmen. Holcroft felt it 
was remarkable and surprising for such a novel to come from a woman, but it was 
'a little easier to understand, perhaps, when it became known that Ruth France's 
husband was a professional builder of yachts'.90 The Press saw France's own 
experience coming through: 'The profound feeling she puts into her work comes 

84Charles Brasch, 'Notes', Landfall, 12, 4 (December 1958), 299. 
85Lawrence Jones, 'The Novel', in Oxford History, p.141. 
86R.J. Smithies, 'New Zealand Literature: a Brief Survey', in New Zealand Official Year Book, 1964-, 

pp.8-13 (p.11). 
87France, letter to Brasch, 4 June 1958, LC. 
88McEldowney, letter to France, 28 February 1959, FP. 
89 AsnotedbyreviewersinThePress,3 January 1959,StraitFurrow, July 1960,BooksandBookmen, 
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from her own experience', both at sea and waiting on shore.91 

Ruth France wrote to McEldowney: 'Probably the reason The Race seems 
thoroughly integrated is that I've lived and felt the whole thing. Even in the 
sailing chapters nothing happened that I myself have not been through at one time 
or another. Successful writing must be felt'. She believed herself incapable of 
using her imagination to create something from nothing. The Race was to be her 
only story with an adventure element because 'I've already written about the only 
adventure I've ever lived with ... '. She believed writing started from personal 
experience, extended and adapted by the artistry of the writer. 92 

The reviewer in Parent and Child (whom France assumed to be Louis Johnson), 
corrected her over a detail of the ferry trip: the supper room was Non-Smoking, 
so there could not have been cigarette butts on the floor. To McEldowney, she 
wrote: 'I was so careful to get all the sailing detail correct; now it's the other 
little mistakes! Louis Johnson took me up; NO SMOKING in the supper room 
on the ferry steamer!'. McEldowney corrected her on a detail of Wellington bus 
colour (blue, not red).93 It seems most readers (and many reviewers) enjoyed the 
novelty of recognizable New Zealand locales in fiction. In France's case, readers 
and reviewers often became sidetracked into following the known trails of the local 
scene presented 'realistically', at the expense of following other more important 
paths the writer wished them to pursue, in this instance, the psychological dilemmas 
of people facing crises. 

The two plot strands, action at sea, and inaction on land, are central to the 
theme, but it is doubtful whether France first saw them as both essential to her plot; 
it is more likely that the female motif alternating with the male motif grew out of 
technical difficulties: France felt her vision and technique were weak. She wrote 
to Brasch, 

I find it difficult to write of men on their own, and perhaps I succeeded. 
The complete novel is written with alternate chapters about the women 
who waited. This perhaps may be a weakness, but I did not feel capable 
of writing a whole novel about men alone.94 

To McEldowney she wrote: 

91The Press, 28 October 1958. 
92France, letters to McEldowney, 3 March 1959, 12 April 1960, 9 June 1960, MC. 
93France, letter to McEldowney, 3 March 1959, MC.; McEldowney, letter to France, 28 February 

1959, FP. 
94France, letter to Brasch, 19 January 1957, LC. This weakness may not have been as 'real' as 
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I myself can't seem to get inside anyone unless it's a person of the 
same type as myself .... You are the only person who has mentioned 
the fact of Laurie's being a self-portrait. . . . But there had to be one 
man who was of my type, because I found it so difficult to write of 
men on their own that for a long time I felt I couldn't do it. 95 

At about this time, France read Elizabeth Bowen on creating life-like fictional 
characters in Walter Allen's Writers on Writing, in the hope it would provide 
answers to her problem: 'I expect long practice helps, but, oh dear, it would 
take about a dozen novels to become expert'. Laurie, the navigator, was a ring
in, not known previously to skipper Alan: 'If Alan had formulated any thought 
about Laurie, which he had not, it would have been that Laurie was not a real 
Kiwi, or hard-bitten New Zealander. Laurie was a lecturer in fluid-mechanics ... ', 
available because of the summer vacation (The Race, p.12). The female motif 
allowed France to cover a weakness: she was 'present' in the novel by means of 
Laurie, the character whose thoughts we most often share, also by means of Alan's 
wife, Mary, clearly a self-portrait, through her own two sons becoming Mary's 
boys, Tony and Arthur, and by Alan the skipper being a portrait of her husband, 
Arnold, who skippered his boat in the race on which the novel is based. 

The plot (though not the main theme of growing awareness of self, which would 
have remained constant no matter whether characters were male only, or female and 
male) evolved from France's weakness in character presentation, but in the end, the 
weakness became a strength in the novel to percipient readers because it allowed 
her to develop the theme among a wider group of people. It also demonstrated that 
the domestic sphere of women is important and a suitable topic for fiction: women 
continue providing support for men and children no matter what the circumstances. 
And it proved to be a trial-run for writing a more openly psychological novel about 
the domestic lives of women in Ice Cold River; France thus recognized the direction 
she wished to take in her fiction. She was annoyed that some reviewers did not 
see her novel was more than a realistic adventure yarn, though she may have been 
expecting it. One of the publishers to whom the manuscript was submitted, found 
the book was neither a man's book, nor a woman's; this worried France.96 Joan 
Stevens gave a series of radio talks, in which she omitted France from her list of 
New Zealand's best women writers, that is, those who wrote novels of ideas, such 
as Ruth Park, Janet Frame, and Sylvia Ashton-Warner. It was the inclusion of Ruth 
Park which surprised France: 'However, I've had to grow used to reviews which 

95Ruth France, letter to McEldowney, 8 June 1959, MC. 
96France, letter to Brasch, 8 February 1957, LC. 
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treated my book purely as an adventure story' .97 

H. W. Rhodes showed fine insight into France's intentions in an exemplary piece 
of academic criticism which would not have consoled France, since it was published 
in 1968, the year of her death. The Race and Ice Cold River were both adventures, 
he said, but not simply of the physical kind. While Rhodes gave credit for her 
descriptions of 'the fury of the elements', based on authentic episodes-indeed, 
this was where he thought she was most effective-the physical action served 
only to give 'form and setting to explorations of mental and emotional attitudes', 
or to provide a base for the 'superstructure of moral and conflict and emotional 
tension ... ', leading to revelation of self, which was France's main concern.98 

Holcroft's comments, though complimentary, might have given France a mo
ment or two of concern about whether she had conveyed adequately her themes. 
Holcroft saw in The Race what he wanted to see, that is a New Zealand writer 
responding to the physical world in a dramatic way: 

It gives me great pleasure to see a phase of life so important to us-the 
life of the sea-brought clearly and firmly into our literature .... I have 
felt for a long time that our traditions in fiction must be established by 
dramatic treatment-a flash of lightning that shows us the landscape. 

Holcroft did not see the primacy of the human characters, but rather that the novel 
was about the sea, with the yacht, 'Shadow', being the outstanding character in the 
book. The human element must be secondary to the physical nature of the country. 
He liked the boldness of men responding in a heroic way to the challenge of the 
sea: 'And thank Heaven we are at last getting away from childhood stories and the 
pallid little men of the Sargeson school!' .99 

For a writer of France's generation, the two most important reviews were those 
of the Listener and Landfall. The former would be read by more potential novel
buyers, but the latter carried more weight with fewer numbers of discriminating 
and academic readers. David Hall wrote a major review in the Listener, covering 
one and a half columns, with a photo of the author. The novel had appeared in 
London at the end of August; in the first week of September, France sent Holcroft 
a personal copy which he handed straight to Hall for a review to catch the pre
Christmas market (France was disturbed not to find her novel in the shops for 
that Christmas or the next). It was 'a magnificent novel', wrote Hall, the sea 
chapters having 'a clear authority which burns its pattern on the imagination with 

97Ruth France, letter to McEldowney, 12 April 1960, MC. 
98H.W. Rhodes, New 'Zealand Fiction Since 1945 (Dunedin: Mclndoe Ltd, 1968), p.44. 
99Holcroft, letter to France, 7 October 1958, FP. 
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the harsh definiteness of a Scots ballad .... It would be easy to underestimate the 
full quality of The Race because of its signal success simply as an exciting narrative 
of action ... '. Hall understood the deeper ramifications of a plot used by the author 
for what it revealed about human nature ('shy flowers of insight which should not, 
for our own sakes, be allowed to pass unregarded '). The female characters seemed 
as important and as clearly-drawn to Hall as were the males. He concluded that 
whereas 1950 might be claimed in 'our literary annals' as the year of Helen Wilson 
(My First Eighty Years), and 1957 be claimed as the year of Janet Frame, 1958 
should be claimed as the 'Year of the New Novelists', and although France was the 
last of the four claimants in time, she 'is certainly not the least'. 100 

What Charles Brasch thought of The Race is not directly known; the letter he 
wrote to France about it on 2 or 3 June 1958 has not survived, but France's reply 
of 4 June records her pleasure at what he had written: 

Dear Charles, When I read your letter this morning I wanted to cry, 
but couldn't. I still feel overwhelmed. I was so afraid to have you 
read The Race. So long as people like you think it is good that is all 
that matters .... 'Arnold ought to be proud' you say .... I shall keep 
your letter always. Thank you so very much. Ruth. 101 

Brasch asked the academic Lawrence Baigent to review the book for Landfall, 
and his two-page review appeared in June 1959. The effect of it on France was 
devastating: 'I crawled under a stone for a while after reading Lawrence Baigent's 
review of The Race, but have come out now. Have been tired and depressed ... '.102 

Baigent did not think much of the plot, though it was 'admirably written'; the race 
soon became a non-event, and 'The rest, the moral conflict at sea and the emotional 
agitation on land, is padding ... '. Other reviewers, wrote Baigent, found more in 
the novel than he could. The moral issues were not sharply focussed, the climax 
was 'all rather murky and melodramatic ... neither intelligible nor illuminating'. 
He felt the main problem was that Mrs France had drawn out to unnecessary 
length what might have made an 'excellent long-short story': 'It is no use writing 
a novel unless you have something to say'. Contributing to the 'padding' was 
the dull recreation of women's lives on shore; although the ferry trip, the fight 
for a taxi in Christchurch, afternoon-tea at the Takahe, and 'all the other tea and 
worry sessions with which the women distract themselves while waiting for their 

100David Hall, 'In Shadow at Sea', New 'Zealand Listener, 24 October 1958, p.12. 
101 France, letter to Brasch, 4 llllle 1958, LC. This was the first time in an eleven-year correspondence 
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husbands' were truthful-and Baigent was prepared to concede that real life is 
often dull-they clearly had no place in the novel: 'Undoubtedly this is how real 
New Zealanders really behave, and it has perhaps a documentary value; but the flat 
transcription of irrelevant incidents and commonplace conversations, however true 
to life, makes tedious reading'. The dullness arose from Mrs France's superficial 
characterization, and the 'somewhat awkwardly handled interior monologue ... so 
vague, so generalized ... ' which contributed to confusion over whose thoughts 
the reader was party to; thoughts seldom matched the situation in hand. Interior 
monologue of both male and female characters 'seem at best generalized renderings 
of commonplace experience, at worst tiresome interruptions in the flow of an 
exciting narrative' .103 

Baigent's review errs on the side of savagery and what looks at first sight 
like misogyny. It is hard not to conclude that the bachelor Baigent had little 
understanding of, or empathy with, the female world, and consequently was a poor 
choice to review this novel. It is another example of the vegetarian reporter covering 
the Meat Board's Annual Dinner. However, in fairness to Baigent, it must be noted 
that he had been similarly stringent on Dan Davin's novel, For the Rest of Our 
Lives in a Landfall review of 1947. He criticized it in much the same way: the lack 
of incident, flatness of character, shortage of plot, irrelevant detail, clumsy style, 
the flat presentation of 'reality' unleavened by irony, and banal political and ethical 
discussions.104 Perhaps it would be fairer to say that Baigent was out of sympathy 
with domestic recreations, with psychological probings, and with lethargic plots: 
he did not like characters moping about-Baigent regretted that Davin's character 
Frank (' a singularly uninteresting person') 'mopes' for three-quarters of the book. 
The flatness, the apparently trivial incident, the time-killing, and rather pathetic 
small-talk, were of course, the very things France wished to convey. Prompted 
later by Maurice Shadbolt's review of Ice Cold River, in which he 'complained 
that the tinkle of teacups in The Race had risen to a clang in this novel', she wrote 
to McEldowney: 

What do men critics think New Zealand women do for most of their 
lives anyway? How can one write about New Zealand women without 
domestic detail, and why, in order to receive any credit from these men 
critics, should I write only about men? I might as well write under a 
man's name and be done with it.105 

103Lawrence Baigent, review of The Race, in Landfall, 13, 2 (June 1959), 176-78. 
104Lawrence Baigent, review of For the Rest of Our Lives, in Landfall, 1, 4 (December 1947), 325-28. 
105Ruth France quoted from a radio review (not extant, but some notes made on the review are present 
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The next issue of Landfall carried a review by another male academic of 
a woman's first novel: Paul Day reviewed A Gap in the Spectrum by Marilyn 
Duckworth. He too criticized the flatness of the presentation, the 'featureless 
dialogue' which though 'lifelike', 'yields few clues; and the total effect remains 
arnbiguous'.106 James K. Baxter defended France and Duckworth with a sharp 
letter printed in the December issue: 

Sir: No one who has studied Landfall reviews over the past ten years 
would be so naive to expect in your pages a considerate or gentle 
treatment of a first novel by a New Zealand novelist. Ungenerosity 
is the norm. How otherwise are we to avoid that dreaded double 
standard of criticism? How right it is, too, that a special severity 
should be extended in the case of a first novel by a woman! I was 
deeply delighted by the quiet surgical butchery which one of your 
reviewers performed recently on The Race, by Ruth France. A genuine 
hysterectomy .... 107 

Baxter detected mysogyny, and drove to the heart of the matter. He sensed that 
Baigent wished, via the hysterectomy, to cut out the essential female part, thus 
preventing reproduction. Baxter continued, while defending Duckworth, to suggest 
that in the minds of male reviewers, femaleness was merely something invented by 
Freud, and 'if we tell it plainly enough that we do not like or understand it', it will 
go away. Brasch replied as editor: 'For Mr Baxter's information, the motto for 
reviewers of first novels is, No Quarter. Editor'. With one hand Brasch eschewed 
the protective double-standard for New Zealand writing, yet Geraets (see p. 66) 
showed the other hand of Brasch working to protect favourites by providing kindly 
reviewers, and giving works of non-favourites to unsympathetic reviewers, thus 
making hollow his 'single-standard' claim. It is no wonder France wrote, in the 
extract used as an epigraph for this chapter, of the pain inflicted by the 'violence' 
of some reviews, and of her confusion over how she provoked such a response. 
Brasch did her no favours. 

Marilyn Duckworth was upset enough by what she felt was male prejudice 
against women writers to give three talks, 'Women as Writers', over radio be
ginning on 9 March 1960: 'I remember I wrote the talks because I'd noticed 
the attitude towards women novelists was less serious than the attention given to 

1962,MC. 
106Paul Day, review of A Gap in the Spectrum, in Landfall, 13, 3 (September 1959), 283-84. 
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male novelists'. 108 Duckworth attacked the idea among male readers that women 
writers were less committed to 'reality' and that they indulged in unnecessary 
flights of 'imagination'. She wondered if exercising 'imagination'-essential for 
the woman writer to bridge the gap between her necessarily more limited range 
of subject-matter and the expectations of her readers--created works which were 
any less real than works which portrayed, for instance fights in pubs, or deaths on 
battlefields. Male readers were often unwilling to accept the symbolic nature of 
some female writing at face value; instead 'They find the attitudes and symbols 
puzzlingly reversed and ... translate them back into their own language. The result 
is confusion and impatience'. Duckworth also noted male reluctance to accept the 
'inner' mode of female writing: a woman was forced to examine inner realities, 
'searching out the material her practical experience has failed to provide', search
ing for a sanity which might exist 'in the relation of herself to the world', a world 
which was masculine, insensitive, and brutal.109 Despite her reservations about the 
receptiveness of male readers for the type of novel she wished to write, Duckworth 
was strong-minded enough to carry on publishing several domestic novels in the 
early 1960s. 

Joan Stevens agreed there had been heavy male disapproval of the female 
aspects of The Race. She described it as 'a book to cause argument', and concluded 
that male reviewers tended to enjoy the 'taut sea drama' and the yachting milieu, but 
few liked the domestic scenes. She listed some responses, nearly all from Baigent, 
leading to her claim that the onshore segments were important to the novel: 

The present writer--not masculine-ventures to differ, and to assert 
that these scenes are quite strong enough to complete the balance 
of the book, quite convincing in their own modest, quiet way, and 
astonishingly real in their use of domestic detail to suggest emotional 
strain. 

She did not find the female characters underdrawn, and believed Baigent's 'tea and 
worry sessions' were 'relevant, real, truthful in their implications', and France had 
made excellent artistic use of her material: 'It is never dramatic, this stay-at-home 
business, and therefore is less easy to conjure up in fiction. The temptation to 
make it interesting by colouring it brilliantly in the romantic manner has been 
resisted'. While noting some flaws-the rather 'cloudy' philosophical issues, and 

108Marilyn Duckworth, personal communication with Heather Murray, 30 April 1992; an article on 
Duckworth's talks appeared as, 'Women as Writers', New Zealand Listener, 4 March 1960, 23. 

100Marilyn Duckworth, 'Women as Writers', typescript (slightly edited by Duckworth in 1992) of 
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some passages of doubtful relevance-Stevens concluded that The Race 'is one of 
the fine novels of the 1950s' .11° 

Ruth France felt sufficiently unhappy with the state of book reviewing in New 
Zealand to begin her own public disagreement about it with J.H.E. Schroder, 
Director of Broadcasting. In her response to Brasch's Landfall Questionnaire on 
writers and writing (1960), she included a criticism of reviewers who broadcast on 
the radio 'Bookshop' programme: reviewers, she said, tended to give plot outlines 
only. Schroder replied that few books deserved any more critical estimate than 
a plot outline. 111 France's real criticism was that the above-average reader was 
not catered for on radio book programmes, as the policy of Broadcasting was for 
'Bookshop' to aim its sights at the ordinary reader.112 Criticism should be an art in 
itself, but in New Zealand, it clearly was not.113 The two most perceptive critiques 
of The Race were those by Rhodes and Stevens, written several years later. Both 
were receptive to the author's intention and did not let personal prejudices impede 
their reading of the book. 

It was the 'adventure' element of The Race which caused readers to respond 
enthusiastically. Fewer, but more discerning readers, appreciated a deeper authorial 
purpose. The adventure element helped slot the novel into a succession of similar 
fast-moving, dramatic tales of human exploit which appeared after World War II. 
They were strongly masculine in tone, featuring men pulling together in groups to 
prevent disaster. Lawrence Jones describes The Race (and Ice Cold River) as one 
of a group of 1950s and !960s novels in which characters are tested in difficult 
situations, such as Errol Brathwaite's Fear in the Night (1959) and Gordon Slatter's 
A Gun in My Hand (1959). 114 Readers attracted to the genre for excitement were 
not disposed to tolerate the quieter, 'female' element of The Race; it interrupted an 
otherwise rattling good yam. Many of these readers must have skipped over the 
female pages to get back to the action. 

With Ice Cold River (1961), there could be no avoiding the female, psycholog
ical centre of the novel. Her only lived adventure written out, France turned to the 
world she knew best, the domestic world in which she and most women lived. She 
drew on her own family to provide the characters, and used the North Canterbury 
scene where she spent her childhood and kept family ties. 115 But there is still an 

110Joan Stevens, The New 'Zealand Novel, pp.108-09. 
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adventure element provided by the river in flood which precipitates most of the 
physical action, and brings to a climax the psychological action and testing which 
most concern Ruth France. 

The novel was another which travelled widely in search of a publisher, and 
in order for Constable to accept it, changes had to be made. Unfortunately, the 
original manuscript does not survive. It is likely France intended to write a wholly 
domestic, family-centred novel, with the women central, and because not much 
in the way of drama or incident occurs in the daily female round, the novel was 
short on action in the chapters leading up to the flood. Constable reported that 
the manuscript lacked 'a sufficiently strong central story, and that in terms of the 
characters very little happened. Personal conflicts should have been better brought 
out and should have been resolved' .116 

Similar criticism was made by some later reviewers: not enough happening, 
and no resolution. But France felt that a true portrait of women's lives necessitated 
a shortage of action, and problems need not be solved: 'I myself feel that in real 
life they seldom are .... But I feel that scene and characters are right together, and 
it was something that meant a great deal to me. Perhaps too much. It may not be 
a good novel'. She felt it had been a 'costly mistake. I wrote the kind of book I 
wanted to write, and ... I must now write something more practical and sellable' .117 

A rough note among the France papers records: 'I myself prefer writing which is 
life not packaged'. Problems continue naggingly, and real life does not usually 
sort itself out in the last chapter. After a flood or a crisis, a 'winter of the spirit' 
passes, and there is a 'time of quiet', peace, and renewed clear vision, but it is brief: 
'It was as though already the time of peace was over. The lights [ of Christchurch] 
were too bright, they were too insistent, they were too demanding' .118 France was 
not prepared to bend to the requirements of the 'well-made' English novel, which 
liked its endings neat. 

During 1960, France tried to find a publisher who would take the novel before 
she made corrections. D. Blackwood Paul agreed to publish it either with Constable 
or alone. In February 1961, France was making changes to suit Paul, 'who dislikes 
some things about my style, and thinks the first part of the book could be tightened
and so on. I grow tired of everyone telling you how to write, when they can't do 
it themselves. However, now that I've had time to reflect, I see that the novel 
can be improved. While I am at it I'll strengthen and co-ordinate the plot ... '. It 

116France, letter to Brasch, 11 November 1959, LC. 
117/bid. 
118 Ice Cold River, pp. 255-56. 
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was a pity, she said, that publishers were interested only in profit (their own).119 

She wrote in April to say she had rewritten the first part of the novel at Paul's 
instigation, putting in 'more plot while I was about it' .120 

Blackwood Paul did not entirely agree with Constable's wish to have a stronger 
plot, but he felt 'the early part of the story is slow moving', and could be cut, 
although the exposition needed clarifying to make character identification easier.121 

Despite France's revisions, a shortage of plot was still noted in the published novel. 
Denis Taylor thought that having assembled her characters, Mrs France did not 
know what to do with them, and what plot there was, served no useful purpose: 
'The domestic encounters simply amass like ash from a paper fire'. He did not 
recognize that as France's purpose. Action was weighed down, he said, 'in a vast 
inertia'. Again, he saw this as a fault, not as part of the author's scheme.122 Eugene 
Grayland thought the novel excelled as a portrait of a New Zealand family, 'but 
more action would help .... one longs for the flood (promised in the blurb) to come 
to put a little action into the story'; the plot he found light and slow-moving, with a 
'tendency to dullness', and the dialogue, while true-to-life, was 'also frequently as 
tedious as the average family conversation which is only of interest to those taking 
a direct part in it'. Grayland recommended it as a good family portrait to those 
who 'do not demand plot or mind a leisurely development' .123 In Christchurch, 
The Press dismissed the novel as 'really a story for women~ with emphasis on 
domestic matters, with over-emotional women acting as if 'they were all going 
down in the Titanic'. The reviewer found the episodes outside the house to be 
more appealing. 124 Ruth France found this review patronizing: 'To receive any 
credit am I to write only of things that will interest men? I could enlarge on this 
subject for quite a while, but I'd better not'. 125 

Generally, the novel received short but favourable mentions in New Zealand 
and England. Many recognized it to be a true regional novel: two reviewers noted 
similarities to Thomas Hardy in the marrying of scene to plot. The river ' ... plays 
the Hardyesque role of a giant protagonist looming threateningly over the destinies 
of Mrs France's characters'.126 A reader's report submitted to Constable included 
the supposition that Mrs France intended 'to establish an important symbolic 

119France, letter to McEldowney, 23 February 1961, MC. 
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connection between the river and the family, as Hardy did between Egdon Heath 
and his characters in The Return of the Native', but felt that it was tenuously 
handled. Brasch picked out the regional centre of the novel: ' ... it felt all to [sic] 
actual and convincing. You have that Canterbury world in your bones-one sees 
and hears the moving waters, feels oneself in the threatened house. You've enlarged 
the New Zealand scene for us' .127 The review which France said pleased her most 
was a short but 'perceptive' mention in The Weekly News (Auckland); the reviewer 
noted the strength of the regional element: a 'vivid story', and a 'genuinely New 
Zealand novel, with recognisable types and a setting that is brilliantly and feelingly 
described. A sensitive writer, Mrs France penetrates deeply into the heart of the 
region she knows so well' .128 

Marie Bullock was very enthusiastic about the novel in a review on radio's 
Women's Programme in December 1961. She saw it as a tour-de-force, perhaps 
the best of the good novels appearing at the time since 'none I feel ... so completely 
fulfils the function of a New Zealand novel of seeing us in terms of the land we 
live in, of exploring the exciting relationships between New Zealanders and their 
environment'. Wider in scope than The Race (surely a claim that would not stand 
up with most male critics), the novel revealed that no writer handled better the 
'minutire' of daily life. 129 

Some reviewers discussed the relative importance of the family and the river 
elements. David Hall again reviewed France for the Listener. He felt that the 
family gathering was 'such a successful creation .... the people of this family 
come superbly alive anyway', that he did not think the author needed to contrive a 
flood to precipitate some action. Sufficient for Hall was the way the family tested 
each other (and tests of courage were a France theme), without the flood to test 
them further. 130 Predictably, Holcroft disagreed with Hall over the significance of 
the flood: 

He [Hall] seemed to think that the family situation could have been 
developed quite adequately without the flood. But for me, the flood 
is magnificently at the centre of the book. It brings out in concrete 
terms our basic insecurity, not only as individuals, but as a people 
establishing its home in these islands. 

Holcroft thought that the presence of the river gave France's prose 'the quality of 

1Z7Brasch, letter to France, 9 April 1962, FP. 
128France, letter to McEldowney, 13 January 1962, MC; Anon., review of Ice Cold River, in The 

Weekly News, 20 December 1961. 
129Marie Bullock, review of Ice Cold River, typescript in France Papers. 
130David Hall, review oflce Cold River, in New Zealand Listener, 22 December 1961, 51. 

154 



( 

a musical composition'; the novel was a 'genuine contribution to New Zealand 
literature'.131 Clearly, to Holcroft, France was an important figure in the growing 
native literature, responding appropriately to the landscape. 

Paul Day reviewed the novel in La.ndf all. He saw a neat marriage between the 
family and the river motifs: intricate personal relationships 'parallel the blind fury 
of the river in the power with which they sweep through the lives of the individual 
members of the family. Mrs France, by juxtaposing the trivial round of domestic 
routine and the ... disaster ... has achieved a nightmarish effect'. However, Day 
thought France was more comfortable with the natural world and its actions, than 
with her human characters. Her prose charged river and plain with 'imaginative 
life', whereas, in trying to bring to life her characters, France's technique was 
too self-conscious and fussy. Inner monologues were 'occasionally too trivial and 
diffuse'. 132 J.W. Goodwin also felt the river to be as important a character as any 
of the people. 133 

Marilyn Duckworth wondered if blood was thicker than water, the floodwaters 
helping the family to overcome their antagonisms; she felt the emotions of the 
family were paralleled by the pent-up flood waters.134 Joan Stevens saw the river 
dominating the novel even when not in flood: 'It provides that sense of place and 
urgent time which gives Ruth France's work a poetic quality' .135 Very likely France 
would have agreed with that, since working titles for the novel were After Flood, 
The Icy Cold River, and Again and Again the River. 

There can be no resolution with a river, 'age-long wanderer, age wily'; there 
is no use bemoaning-

a day 
When there will be too little warning, too 
Little concrete, and no safe shepherding from disaster. 

('After Flood', in U.P., p.16.) 

Perched between rivers and mountains, people find few sure footholds. Lack of 
security in nature has its parallels in humanity's insecurity in personal relationships. 
Some characters, such as Julie, realize this, and the discovery brings a certain 
consolation, but the underlying problem goes on. Replying to Holcroft's letter 

131 M.H. Holcroft, letter to France, 26 January 1962, Holcroft, M.H. Papers. MS Papers 1186: folder 
L23. Alexander Turnbull Library, NLNZ. 

132Paul Day, review of Ice Cold River, in Landfall, 16, 2 (June 1962), 196-98. 
1331.W. G[oodwin], review of Ice Cold River, in National Education, 44,478 (1 July 1962), 278. 
134Marilyn Duckworth, review of lee Cold River, in Education, 11, 3 (April 1962), 31. 
135 Stevens, The New Zealand Novel 1860-1965 Second edition (Wellington: Reed, 1966), p.122. 
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(above), France wrote, 'Though I was grateful for David Hall's review, I felt that 
for myself the novel did not exist without the river. I am aware of being very 
much a New Zealander, deeply involved in the landscape, and particularly in the 
Canterbury scene where I have spent nearly all my life'. She found it hard to 
understand the insensitivity of people who use the land for leisure, even earn their 
living from it, but see no further than the end of their noses, and form no deep 
relationship with their surroundings.136 

The most perceptive critics saw that it was central to France's intention not to 
resolve problems; David Hall concluded: 

. . . this saga has no real end; the flow of time resumes as the people 
scatter, leaving father to harass mother, children to grow, to be born. 
This satisfying novel has much to offer, and at different levels. It 
perhaps lacks the neatness of The Race, but here the pattern is broader, 
as unkempt as life itself. 137 

'Bystander' felt the novel satisfied simply as an exploration of tension, constructed 
by a sensitive and meditative mind. The outer world complemented the inner, a 
theme which was treated 'with a kind of feminine authenticity which is impressive 
both in its detail and in its vagueness' .138 This reviewer did not see vagueness as a 
fault. Similarity of expression with that used in New Zealand Fiction Since 1945, 
suggests that 'Bystander' was H.W. Rhodes. For Rhodes, the exploration itself 
was the important thing: 

. . . the emphasis is placed on the adventure of the mind and heart, on 
what is revealed about the self .... It may be true that little emerges 
from the examination except a realisation of sameness in difference, 
of separation and the need for coming together, of the complexity 
of human relations and the uncertainty of human responses; but the 
exercise is one that continues to attract those who, as writers or read
ers, are fascinated by the spectacle of men and women struggling to 
understand themselves and each other in the midst of storm and stress, 
in the shadow and the half-light cast by attractions and repulsions. 139 

Rhodes, Hall, and Stevens appreciated the subtlety of France's aim, whereas 
Denis Taylor was unable to find anything subtle in the novel, and provided France 

136France, letter to Holcroft, 29 January 1962. Holcroft Papers, op.cit 
137David Hall, review of Ice Cold River, New Zealand Listener, 22 December 1961. 
138''Bystander", review of Ice Cold River, in New Zealand Monthly Review, 2, 21 (March 1962). 23. 
139Rhodes (1968), p.44. 
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with her harshest review. In the novel, France 'displays such a conventional 
mind that reading this novel is at once an amusing and dispiriting experience'. 
She treats her characters sentimentally and too seriously, wanting readers to be 
moved by 'their conventions in the way that they themselves are moved by them'. 
Characters, Taylor claimed, are no more aptly drawn than those in the Woman's 
Weekly. Nothing is resolved. Language itself is inadequately used: 'The book is 
plump with verbal laziness', feeling is converted into platitude which weights the 
action down 'in a vast inertia' .140 

Taylor wished France had not taken her characters so seriously; perhaps he 
would have preferred her to use irony to distance herself from them, but this was 
a subject on which France had strong views. She did not favour irony because it 
implied the author did not fully accept her characters; authors should stand four
square inside them: she disapproved of C.K. Stead's ironic vision in his story, 'A 
Race Apart'. To stand outside a character implied a self-conscious unwillingness 
to accept people as they are: ' ... to write ironically about New Zealanders from 
outside is to be self-conscious about ourselves and all we are' .141 She was sorry 
to hear that Stead's story had won the Katherine Mansfield Award, suspecting that 
Stead's ironic stance implied a lack of any shared humanity; while there was room 
for irony, she preferred the humanity of Pasternak to the bite of Oscar Wilde. 
Pasternak demonstrated the greater maturity. She continued: 'Yet it's rather the 
fashion to say we are not mature unless we can laugh at ourselves. Laugh at 
ourselves, yes, but not at other people'. A writer viewing characters ironically was 
like an adolescent feeling embarrassed about the actions of parents: until writers 
'grow up and accept N.Z. and its people for what they are we won't produce any 
great writers'. 

A review which upset France considerably, causing her to write angrily to 
McEldowney, as quoted earlier in this chapter, was Maurice Shadbolt's review 
on radio, 20 December 1961. It was the 'rattle of teacups' criticism, with its 
implication of trivial domesticity, which led France to think that male critics were 
unsympathetic to the novel as women wanted to write it. Unfortunately, Shadbolt's 
review survives only in a few notes in the France archive. But in amongst his barbs, 
Shadbolt included some words of hope, noting an improvement in prose technique 
and a greater confidence since The Race, providing hints here and there that one 
day, France would write an 'extraordinary' novel. 

The New Zealand Broadcasting Service commissioned France to produce radio 

140Denis Taylor, review of Ice Cold River in CommenJ, 3, 4 (July 1962), 35-36 (pp.35,36). 
141 France, letter to McEldowney, 12 October 1960, MC. France mentioned her dislike of irony in 

letters of 8 December 1960 and 30 October 1961. 
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versions of both novels. By 1962, France's reputation as a novelist of promise 
mi~~t'-see~o be established, but France herself was not confident she had been 
accepted ~ the circles that mattered. Her third novel, The Tunnel, was written 
while she was trying to find a publisher for Ice Cold River. The difficulties she had 
in placing all her novels, the impossiblity of publishing The Tunnel and a book of 
sailing memoirs, Ahoy, and the adverse response she received from many critics, 
undermined confidence in her ability as a writer: 

... but the writing, lately, oh dear. Dennis, there seems no such thing 
as reaching any firm footing. While I am being praised for one novel 
the next is being kicked around, and I mean kicked around! Thus I 
can never enjoy the praise when it comes. . . . The Tunnel is faring 
no better than did my other novels. Blackwood Paul kept it almost 
a year, then, in response to my pleas, sent it back, together with two 
readers reports which were appalling .... But goodness me, I think I 
must finish my tale of woe. Probably this is just a bad spell, but the 
bad spells grow more shattering as time goes on: each time I feel them 
more, so that it's no wonder my health suffers. Also there's the fact 
that for me time is getting on (the 1913 is correct, by the way) and I 
cannot count on more than another ten years in which to do efficient 
work, and to see the other side of the world, that is, if I ever earn 
enough money to do so.142 

Being a published writer in New Zealand brought very small reward in the way 
of fame and respect, and money. France won an award of £100 from the New 
Zealand Literary Fund in 1959 for The Race. She received some invitations to 
speak to groups on writing, for which she devised a collection of notes called 'The 
Writer as a Person', 'which I enlarge or diminish to suit the type of audience' .143 It 
was in Dunedin that France felt for the first and only time that she was a respected 
writer: she was invited by the Dunedin Public Library Association and the Adult 
Education group to speak on 18 July 1962. She wrote: 'The Dunedin experience 
was the nicest I've had; everyone was so nice, and for once I felt as though I was 
a writer. There was an audience of about a hundred, most responsive .... I really 
enjoyed the experience' .144 Her talk was reported in both Dunedin newspapers the 
next day, and the Evening Star accorded her a sub-leader.145 

142France, letter to McEldowney, 21 May 1962, MC. 
143France, letter to McEldowney, 30 July 1962, MC. 
144Ibid. 
145It was because of her Dunedin reception, and the intervention of her friend, Mrs D.N. Ballantyne, 

that the France Papers are in the Hocken Library, rather than in the Canterbury Public Library. 
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Letters to McEldowney become increasingly pessimistic about writing: 

As for the writing itself, things aren't going too well. One has the 
frightful feeling, sometimes, at my age, that perhaps one has done all 
one is going to. And that is not all I had intended or hoped, yet. My 
third novel has been refused by Blackwood Paul, and by eight London 
publishers. The agents, Curtis Brown, have now given it up.146 

and-

... as one grows older, wiser and sadder, the incentive to creativity 
lapses. If one can't get one's work published what sense is there in 
filling a desk with work that nobody else is likely to be interested in 
when one is gone? Sometimes I grow cynical, and wonder whether 
one can be a successful writer from absolutely bare and unknown 
beginnings, and without influential friends; I think of how Virginia 
Woolf had a cultivated background, and of how her husband published 
her work; and of how Katharine [sic] Mansfield's husband did the 
same, and continued to cherish it when she was gone. One can 
spring from nothing, it's true, but it takes enormous talent, enormous 
determination to do so.147 

Christchurch offered little in the way of writer support, or literary groups; the 
English Association lapsed. France's only writing friends were Elsie Locke and 
McEldowney, to whom she wrote regularly until she went to university, when 
the letters became infrequent. Her links with Brasch and Landfall weakened 
throughout the 1960s. Problems with aged parents took much of her energy. In 
1963 she applied unsuccessfully for a Literary Fund travelling scholarship (no 
scholarship was awarded that year). By September 1964, France was prepared for 
the usual struggle to find a publisher for Ahoy, 'but nothing has ever come easily, 
and I am prepared for the usual struggle. One comes to the point of wondering 
for how long it is worth while to go on. But when I'm writing I'm alive as I am 
at no other time ... '.148 Ahoy was refused by Paul (they had too many books of 
personal experience and hers was not good enough), by Reed (no audience, even if 
more humour and dialogue were added), and by Caxton (no reason survives): 'So 
there it is. I think this is the biggest blow my writing has ever had, since I thought 

146France, letter to McEldowney, 5 March 1963, MC. 
147Ibid., 21 June 1963. 
148Ibid., 10 September 1964. 

159 



that such a book would find an audience. I feel I must have done the thing very 
badly and my confidence in it is shaken'. 149 France wrote only journalism and a 
few poems (her most marketable commodity) after this, and university essays: 

There's little time for other things apart from the home; I write a 
few poems; and in any case am thoroughly depressed about any other 
writing, and don't know whether I shall ever find the incentive to do 
any more. Life seems to close in too soon. 150 

Ruth France summed up her writing career accurately when she wrote to 
McEldowney in 1963, 'things aren't going too well'. Two books of poems, two 
novels, but she had not marked up points for herself in the circles that mattered; 
in 1963 she saw men with more slender publishing records such as J. Reece Cole, 
Hubert Witheford, Peter Bland, and Anton Vogt receive Literary Fund travelling 
grants. I have shown that Ruth France did not find an accepted place among those 
who wrote and criticized poetry; in the rest of this chapter, I shall show that her 
novel-writing was subjected to similar excluding forces. 

M.H. Holcroft called for novels which used land and sea themes as a way of 
acclimatizing people to a country in which they lived as strangers. France wrote 
a novel about the sea and a novel about the power of a river to shape the land 
and the lives of those who lived near it. Holcroft praised her efforts warmly, yet 
it was a case of praise of the wrong thing. Preoccupied with his own vision of 
land and sea, he praised attention to the physical aspects of nature and non-human 
things, such as the yacht in The Race: he saw the sea, the river, and the yacht as 
the main 'characters', so overlooking France's real concern for people in response 
to nature. Rhodes recognized her true purpose in The Race, but did not publish his 
views until 1968. Joan Stevens, while making valuable comments on the female 
motif in the novel in 1966, did not include France among her preferred category of 
'writers of ideas', an omission France regretted. Similarly, David Hall)Ul impartial 
and fair-minded reviewer, distributed praise, but weighted it in the wrong quarter: 
he praised The Race for its tension, drama, and realism; he did see the deeper 
purpose-the 'shy insights' into the human condition, the 'knowledge of good and 
evil remorselessly corroded by virtue'-but he did not elaborate, so that the final 
impression from his review is of The Race being an adventure novel, strong on 
realism. When reviewing Ice Cold River, he praised the family interaction, and 
suggested that France could have dispensed with the flood altogether. He saw the 
novel as one about people, whereas France wrote a novel about people in relation 

149Ibid., 15 December 1964. 
150Ibid., 23 June 1965. 
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to the land. Critics (except Rhodes) tried to make France fit a tradition of which 
she was not a full member. 

France published her novels at a time when fiction (and life) was strongly 
masculine in subject-matter and mode of expression. Evans shows a line of 
male-oriented fiction developing from Frank S. Anthony who published in the 
1920s, through John A. Lee and John Mulgan to Sargeson; Sargeson became 
the master of male-oriented fiction, inspiring a group of imitators in J.R. Cole, 
Maurice Duggan, A.P. Gaskell, and G.R. Gilbert. 151 World War II sired strongly 
male, adventure and action fiction which Evans calls 'masculine romanticism' .152 

France's contemporaries, Davin, M.K. Joseph, Errol Brathwaite, Gordon Slatter, 
and Guthrie Wilson, published this type of fiction which drew heavily on war-time 
experience. The novels written by Jane Mander, Robin Hyde, and Jean Devanny in 
the 1920s and 1930s were not widely enough available to counterbalance the weight 
of male fiction; during the 1940s and 1950s, women's fiction was predominantly 
light romance or detective. 

The main mode of male fiction was 'traditional realism to present a liberal 
humanist critique of provincial New Zealand society' .153 Robert Chapman, in his 
report on the 1951 Writers' Conference, outlined what he saw as the dominant 
theme of New Zealand life and fiction, the presentation of which should be the goal 
of serious writers: 'the formative, constricting and distorting effect of the mores 
and values of New Zealand puritanism on our human scene' .154 Male writers wrote 
from a critical perspective: they did not like what they saw in a society which 
was 'homogeneous, dull, conformist, philistine, puritanical, bourgeois, materialist, 
Anglo-Saxon and hostile'. 155 Most writers held themselves aloof from society: 
they did not feel 'at home', and this gave their work a negative tone. Chapman, in 
'Fiction and the Social Pattern', saw 'liberal humanitarianism' as part of Christian 
and Western values which informed New Zealand writing, and giving the hope that 
there existed 'the possibility here of a truly human ease and depth of living'.156 

H.O. Pappe wrote to Landfall in response to Chapman's essay: writers must 
write from a more positive perspective, he said; the artist 'must not write entirely 
from within the social morass', but should write from a position sufficiently re
moved from his creation to suggest or imply a new position from which mankind 

151 Evans, Penguin History, pp.125, 127-34, 184-85. 
152Ibid., p.135. 
153Jones, Barbed Wire and Mirrors, p.31. 
154Chapman, 'The Writers' Conference', 226. 
155Peter Simpson, Ronald Hugh Morrieson, p.59. 
156Chapman, 'Fiction and the Social Pattern', 58. 
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may 'overcome his external limits through grace, goodness, or intellectual endeav
our'. The humanitarian liberal tradition, whether religiously inspired or utilitarian, 
requires the artist to believe in human transcendence. 157 Sargeson wrote to agree 
with Pappe: writers did have faith in a 'new position', and even if one had not 
yet been defined, it had been implied; Sargeson hoped writers would take up the 
challenge to find one. 158 

There was some protest about attempts to make critical realism the established 
mode. Alan Mulgan was also inspired to respond to Chapman's essay, pointing 
out its unfortunate bias towards fiction with a 'deliberate sociological probing and 
exposure ... '. Mulgan did not see probing as a novelist's main purpose, which 
rather should be to entertain; realism had wrongly become equated with depicting 
the 'the unpleasant sides oflife ... '; there was a danger that critics were out of touch 
with the general reader, who reads no matter what critics say. But since Mulgan 
was one of the older 'literary pre-Adamites' whose work was largely irrelevant for 
Chapman and the Phoenix men, his quibbles were not taken up, and no discussion 
in Land/ all followed on the points he raised.159 

Isobel Andrews was another who tried to correct what she saw as an imbalance: 
the idea conveyed in much New Zealand writing, typified by Sargeson's anthology, 
Speaking for Ourselves (1945), was oflife being 'accepted as dull, miserable, and 
definitely a matter for condolence'; this had become such a tradition as to be 
cliched, and was in danger of being as false as the Kowhai school at the opposite 
extreme. Andrews wanted writers to look at the suburbs-neat little government 
houses and gardens-instead of whares in the bush: 'For better or worse, New 
Zealand is one big suburban village'.160 'Young Jim Joyce' of Wellington wrote to 
the Listener (14 July 1950) to question the direction proposed by Andrews: men, he 
said, were forced out of the suburbs by women dedicated to making things 'nice', 
and pressuring men to conform; women controlled schools, libraries, bookshops, 
newspapers, and public lectures. 

This point is taken up by Chapman in 'Fiction and the Social Pattern'. Women 
ruled the homes. Men, traditionally heads of the house, were forced out and into 
male groups; the 'outdoors', sport, and war made men feel men again. Chapman 

157H.O Pappe, letter to editor, Landfall, 7, 2 (June 1953), 149-51 (pp.150-51). 
158Frank Sargeson, letter to editor, Landfall, 7, 3 (September 1953), 227-28 (p.228). 
159 Alan Mulgan, letter to Landfall, 7, 4 (December 1953): 297-99 (pp.297, 298); R.W. Chapman, 

report on 1951 Writers' Conference, Landfall 5, 3 (September 1951), 224-27 (p.224). 
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implied that men wrote strongly-male fiction for self-protection and identity.161 

Sargeson's story, 'The Hole that Jack Dug' (1945) epitomized the feeling that 
women are responsible for the sorry plight of men; Jack's hole represented male 
rejection of female domination. Kai Jensen sees it as male assertiveness, and as 
part of the foundation of 'the monolith of New Zealand realism', by which male 
culture, language, and work are privileged at the expense of the female. 162 

M.H. Holcroft did try to place the 'frontier' of New Zealand writing beyond 
critical realism. In an editorial called 'Writers on the Frontier' in The Listener 
in 1955, he argued that New Zealand's best prose writing had come from writers 
such as Mansfield, W.P. Reeves, and D'Arcy Cresswell, who worked in an exper
imental 'poetic mood', and in 1955, he saw James Courage, Guthrie Wilson, and 
Antony Alpers working at the forefront of this best tradition of writing. Holcroft's 
disapproval of Sargesonian fiction has been noted before. While not quite in the 
'pre-Adamite' class of Mulgan, Holcroft was old enough to be regarded by the 
male critical realists as out of touch, and therefore, irrelevant. 163 

There is another aspect of the climate into which France sent her novels: 
critics were awaiting the arrival of the Great New Zealand Novel which would 
be the culmination and vindication of Provincial critical realism. Lawrence Jones 
believes that in 1950, Sargeson was expecting the 'big' novel which would 'seek 
out the threads of our lives, and show us where they all lead to' .164 Allen Curnow's 
response to Pearson's Coal Flat (1963) indicates the sorts of things critics were 
looking for. Starting from Hazlitt's claim that in good novels, 'we see the very 
web and texture of society as it really exists', Curnow praised the scope of Coal 
Flat: 'It embodies more human lives, and more of the life in the lives, than any 
New Zealand novel before it. It is a project in fiction on the major scale' .165 

Width and scope across a whole society were the thing. Coal Flat gave the 
sociological focus that Chapman called for in 'Fiction and the Social Pattern'. Jones 
sees Rhodes, Curnow, and Sargeson praising the novel for 'its use of traditional 
realism to present a liberal humanist critique of provincial New Zealand society that 
attempts to "penetrate the torpor'' of a society of "fretful sleepers" and encourage 
in them the "recognition of reality" '.166 Novels with a narrow focus, such as those 

161Chapman, 'Fiction and the Social Pattern', 40. 
162Kai Jensen, 'Holes, Wholeness and Holiness in Frank Sargeson's Writing', in Landfall 44. 1 
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164Jones, 'The Novel', p.145; Sargeson, 'Writing a Novel', (1950) in Conversation in a Train, 
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by Ruth France, would have a hard time of it amidst such expectation. 
France's novels did not fit neatly in with those written in the critical realist 

tradition. She used realism well: the storm at sea, the voyage on the inter-island 
ferry, and the Waimakariri in flood. She provided acute observation of small detail 
and had a flair for dramatic incident and climax. But she was not a 'critical' realist. 
Furthermore, she broke up the realism and the action with patches of introspection. 
As shown earlier in the discussion of poetry, France had no heightened sense of 
society, nor any axe to grind about its short-comings. Society was an illusion: 
such is the haphazard nature of the universe, that people are too busy with their 
own survival to establish a cooperative society, except in only minor and temporary 
ways. Jones thinks some women novelists found reality within their own emotions, 
and the emotions of those they love: in the novels of Duckworth, Watson, and 
Escott, the characters 'seem almost to float free from society'. 167 France fits this 
pattern, and if she fitted in with women for whom society was largely irrelevant, 
she was not writing on the key theme of 1950s and 1960s male writers, namely the 
sick society. She wrote about small numbers of individuals responding privately 
to the chaos of life; Allen Curnow would not find Hazlitt's 'very web and texture 
of society' in her novels. 

Furthermore, France stayed 'within the social morass', not distancing herself 
from her creation to suggest or imply a better way, as requested by Pappe. The 
idea that humanity might yet redeem itself and find a new path was illusoi-::y 
and romantic to France; there could be no human transcendence. Jones adapts 
a comment that Virginia Woolf made of Bennett and Galsworthy to supply a 
criticism of the New Zealand realist school: provincial writers 'tended to sacrifice 
the uniqueness of individual vision and the intensity of moments of individual 
experience to social realism' .168 Ruth France is not within the provincial social 
realist school. The 'uniqueness of individual vision and the intensity of moments 
of individual expression' are her subjects. 

It was a tenet of critical realism to show faith in simple, working people: Pear
son wrote in 1965 that there was a tradition in New Zealand fiction 'of liberal hu
manism, tolerance, sympathy for the little man and an intolerance of pretension' .169 

Sargeson, Mulgan, Anthony, and Davin cherished a myth of simple folk being the 
true repository of goodness and wisdom, from which the rest of us have erred. 
France did not share this middle-class nostalgia; labourers, men alone, men of 

167 Jones, personal communication. 
168Jones, 'The Novel', p.165 . 
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action rather than of reflection, people dodging suburbia, were not innately supe
rior. (This will be discussed more fully in Chapter Seven.) They were as adrift as 
anyone else. 

France shared several things in common with Davin: both were born in 1913 
in rural areas, both were lapsed Catholics, both became writers. Jones describes 
Davin as 'a moral psychologist, and ... a sceptical, post-Christian writer with a 
tragic view of life'. His novels illustrate the gloomy facts of life in which man 
is revealed 'as a victim of the indifferent natural forces of time, sex, and death, 
doomed to be conscious and to have wishes in a universe that makes no allowance 
for them' .17° Jones wonders whether Davin 'fully faced the implications' of his dark 
vision, because he tended to neaten off the ends of his novels, using reconciliation 
and letting people off the hook, thus denying 'the dark vision that permeates the 
rest of the book'.171 Ruth France was also a 'moral psychologist' and shared the 
'sceptical, post-Christian' philosophy. But her vision is carried through to the 
expected conclusion. She does not neaten up the ends (except in The Tunne[), 
and although she does not bring her characters to disaster-indeed, they dodge 
disaster-their lives will not be markedly improved by their experience; life will 
be more of the same, with only moments of illumination for a few. France did not 
avoid the implication of her pessimism. 

Although adrift in a hostile universe, France was adrift in it in New Zealand. She 
did not enjoy the luxury of rejecting New Zealand from London, Paris, or Rome. 
Never having rejected it, and not being temperamentally attracted to cynicism 
or irony, she lacked the aloofness required by Pappe if a better course was to 
be suggested. She accepted New Zealand, warts and all, becoming a faithful 
recorder of the minutireof life as it was lived around her. Denis Taylor regretted 
her 'conventional mind' which led her to confuse-

. . . sincerity with a fatal willingness to take her characters at their 
own appreciation of themselves. She wants us to be moved by their 
conventions in the way that they themselves are moved by them. Their 
affairs are presented in such a spirit of patient concern that the tone of 
the novel is painfully sentimental.172 

France did want her readers to be moved by character and event. People are often 
dull, confused, and take themselves seriously. By not distancing herself in varying 

170Lawrence Jones, introduction to Roads From Home by Dan Davin (Auckland: Auckland University 
Press and Oxford University Press, 1976), pp.vii-xix (pp.vii, xv). 

171 Ibid., pp.xvii, xviii. 
1-n.raylor, review in Comment, 35. 
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degrees from the plight of her characters, by staying 'within the social morass', 
and by not processing her material through a highly selective artistic winnowing 
machine, she may have erred on the side of dullness, but at the same time, she may 
have achieved a greater degree of 'realism' than more sophisticated practitioners 
of critical realism. 

It may also be that in accepting her characters and her country fl~wed though 
it was, France was pointing unwittingly towards a more sophisticated authorial 
stance, not fully exploited by writers during her lifetime. Peter Simpson writes 
of the 'divided consciousness which is the inescapable heritage of colonialism', 
by which provincial writers work from a position of being embarrassed by their 
'here and now', at the same time that they yearn for the 'there' of the lost parent 
society, and never feeling 'at home' in either society.173 Simpson (p.59) sees the 
post-provincial writer working from what Northrop Frye calls a 'centre of reality': 
the writer 'implicitly accepts that he belongs to the new world and is undismayed 
by his condition'. The post-provincial writer may still be critical of the society, 
but basically accepts it as 'home', and enjoys 'a changed and potentially more 
creative relationship' with it. France's 'centre ofreality' was the North Canterbury 
landscape, where she felt her spiritual home was, but Ice Cold River expounds her 
uneasy relationship with it: a 'home' in both the familial and geographic senses, 
is not a place of security. France did not work herself into a position of enjoying a 
'more creative relationship' with her environment, and thus might well have been 
out of step yet again, this time with post-provincial writers who made the jump 
towards this more relaxed stance. As will be seen in Chapter Seven, her feelings 
of existential isolation proscribed any long-term sense of ease. 

To suggest how characters faced their spiritual crises, France used passages 
of interior monologue. It was not a new or revolutionary technique; in 1950, 
Isobel Andrews felt it had become fashionable, even hackneyed: 'The stream 
of consciousness technique . . . or the maze of introspection has for too long 
been accepted as The Thing by the coterie of what we must call our literary 
intelligeri§ia'. 174 Jones sees its use as part of the tradition of female writing 
dating b'ack to Hyde, and used by France's contemporaries, Frame, Shaw, and 
Duckworth.175 It was not the rule in critical realist fiction, which tended to focus 
on simple, or inarticulate males not fully comprehending what was happening to 
them. Evans shows that Janet Frame's first novel, Owls Do Cry (1957), 'shares 
much in the way of style and theme with the critical realist school', using and 

173 Peter Simpson, Ronald Hugh Morrieson, p.58. 
174 Andrews (1950), 7. 
175Jones, Barbed Wire and Mirrors, pp.161-63. 
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adapting their techniques 'in a consummate way'; but it is Frame's representation 
of her characters' inner lives which sets her apart.176 Ruth France's two novels 
follow this early Frame pattern. 

Most critics felt France mishandled the introspection: characters only vaguely 
understood moral problems, if they were able to spell out at all what the moral 
problems were. They did not think logically, or work things through to a solution 
(see Baigent and Taylor); France might have been better to stick to the action 
she handled well. But presenting thought-processes is another way of trying to 
achieve reality: people act and people think. France tried to present ordinary 
people reacting to events they only partly understood, yet some critics required 
them to think as graduate philosophers. Their confusion was not accepted as valid, 
as was the simpler lack of comprehension among Sargeson's Toms, Jacks, and 
Bills, revealed through their actions and their conversation. This was a legacy of 
the critical realist tradition. 

France differed again from the critical realist writers by not taking inspiration 
from American writers. As early as 1934 Fairburn called for New Zealand writers to 
look to American literature for models more relevant to the post-colonial situation, 
rather than to British models. 177 Phillip Wilson in 1954 noted a trend of writers 
turning towards the United States for models on dealing with post-colonial status, 
and he saw novelists inspired by themes and techniques from Sherwood Anderson, 
Erskine Caldwell, Ernest Hemingway, and James T. Farrell; Sargeson drew on 
the 'primitivism' of Anderson, but most particularly on the work of Hawthorne 
('delicate lapidary techniques' inspired by the latter).178 Lawrence Jones shows 
Mulgan using Hemingway as a model, Sargeson using Anderson, Ballantyne using 
Farrell, and R.H. Morrieson using Twain and Anderson; at a secondary level, Cross 
adapted the technique of Anderson, and Slatter possibly used Twain directly, or 
took American influences from Sargeson and Cross.179 The American influence 
translated into a simpler narrative form and prose style using understatement and 
local idioms, and took the novel and short-story forms away from their traditional 
middle-class locales to concentrate on working-class people, or people outside 
conventional society. France's characters are middle-class, of some education, 
speaking received English; she makes little attempt to catch a New Zealand idiom. 
In style, her novels replicate the traditional English novel. 

176Patrick Evans, Janet Frame (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1977), pp.195-199. 
177 A.R.D. Fairburn, 'Some Aspects of N.Z. Art and Letters', in Art in New Zealand, VI, 4 (June 

1934), 213-18 (pp.216-7). 
178Phillip Wilson, 'A New Literature of the South Pacific', in The American Quarterly, VI, 1 (Spring 

1954), 66-71 (pp. 70-71). 
179 Iones, 'The Novel', pp.161-64. 
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Lastly, France did not fit in with traditional notions of writing fiction in one 
important way: Chapman noted the theme of puritanism and its effects on New 
Zealand society in his report on the 1951 Writers' Conference; he pointed the way 
for fiction to show its effects in his 1953 essay. Pearson, who had not been at 
the Conference, published 'Fretful Sleepers' (1952), in which he described the 
all-pervasive effect of puritanism. Almost every critical commentary on New 
Zealand literature points to the theme of puritanism. The history of it need not be 
rehearsed here; suffice to say that the term is a loose one, covering an impressive 
list of sins. It is a big mistake, according to Rhodes, to think of it in its original 
sense of the Puritans who went to New England.180 In fact, it is unwise to think 
of it as being a by-product of present religious piety. Baxter thought Protestants 
were to blame originally, with their life-denying belief in the dualism of flesh and 
spirit; the religious significance of the dogma has been lost, but the ethic remains.181 

Puritanism may be seen equally at work among Roman Catholics: Jones and Evans 
see it in Ian Cross, and Sargeson saw it in Davin.182 

Most critics agree that puritanism is a set of rules and attitudes left over from 
transplanted religions which failed to become properly established in New Zea
land. Thus, denying the flesh to enlarge the spirit became in New Zealand mere 
wowserism, and the puritan work ethic degenerated into materialism. Ormond 
Burton defines puritanism as 'materialistic humanism'; Sargeson as a life-denying 
'system of rigid prohibition'; Chapman as 'a simple materialism combined with 
self-complacency'; Fairburn as 'a shallow and sometimes slightly neurotic hedo
nism', and 'narrowness and Philistinism'; Pearson as 'mortifications of self' and 
'a denial of life itself'. 183 

Women have traditionally been blamed for enforcing the rules. Raewyn Dalziel 
writes that E.G. Wakefield wanted female settlers in equal numbers with males 
to prevent dissoluteness; the nineteenth century role for women was to act as 
'homemakers and guardians of moral health and welfare'.184 In providing books, 

180Rhodes (1969), p.40. 
181 James K. Baxter, 'Back to the Desert', in The Puritan and the Waif, ed. Helen Shaw (Auckland: 

cyclostyled, 1954); reproduced in James K. Baxter as Critic, pp.167-77 (pp.169, 168). 
182Jones, 'The Novel', p.150; Patrick Evans, 'The Provincial Dilemma' I: 'After The God Boy', 

Landfall, 30, 1 (March 1976), 25-36 (p.26); Frank Sargeson, 'Dan Davin: Roads From Home, in 
Conversation in a Train, pp36-38, and originally in New 7.ealand Listener, 10 June 1949, 17-18. 

1830rmond Burton, Spring Fires: a Study in New 7.ealand Writing (Auckland: The Book Centre Ltd, 
1956), p.6; Sargeson, 'Writing a Novel', in Conversation in a Train, p.61; Chapman, 'Fiction and 
the Social Pattern', p.40; Fairburn, 'Literature and the Arts', in New 7.ealand, ed. H. Belshaw 
(Berkeley & Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1947), pp. 241-59 (pp.242, 241); 
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church services, christenings, and schooling for her neighbours, Lady Barker saw 
her role as guardian of moral health: 

A lady's influence out here appears to be very great, and capable of 
indefinite expansion. She represents refinement and culture (in Mr 
Arnold's sense of the words), and her footsteps on a new soil such as 
this should be marked by a trail of light. 185 

For Sargeson, his mother epitomized the female role as guardian of public morality: 
'My mother was the impure puritan . . . . truly representative of the prevailing 
general sentiment about what life in New Zealand should be-the sentiment which 
powerfully shapes and dominates New Zealand life to this day' .186 David Ausubel 
(1965) found New Zealand women dominating the homes with a 'steadfast devotion 
to grim duty'; they were 'somewhat hard, determined, and lacking in feminine 
charm and softness .... furness, unimaginative' .187 

Ruth France did not share the orthodox view that New Zealand was a puritan 
society. Neither did she see women dominating the homes. That she felt life was 
narrow and repressed is not in doubt, but the causes lay elsewhere than in residual 
puritanism. The views of two other lapsed Catholics on the subject of puritanism 
are valuable for reading France. Dan Davin felt Sargeson to be astray in finding 
puritanism in the Davin novels: 

. . . he obviously thought me a puritan also. And there I thought 
him wrong, because-inveterate Protestant that he was, however non
religious-he did not understand the inner complexity of a Catholic 
upbringing. This was puritan in its attitudes to sex but not to other 
things. What he took to be puritan values in my novels were much 
more the values of a transplanted Irish peasant society. There was a 
close resemblance at many points, but not identity.188 

Davin lends weight to the idea of a peasant society newly out of its accustomed 
environment, and not adjusted to life in the new society. The problem is one of 
displacement. 

New Zealand', in New Zealand Journal of History, 11, 2 (October 1977), 112-23 (p.113). 
185Lady Barker, Station Life in New Zealand (1870), (Auckland: Random Century New Zealand Ltd, 
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Social Attitudes, and Race Relations (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, Inc., 1965), pp.78, 
79. 

188Dan Davin, 'Three Encounters Thirty Years Ago', in Islands 6, 3 (March 1978), 302--06 (p.306). 

169 



l 

_!_ 

In August 1989, I attended a Women's Studies Conference; at a session for 
Roman Catholic women, the point was made that the narrowness of Catholicism 
in New Zealand (and all the women present were martyrs to it) existed because the 
faith had come via Ireland. Catholicism as practised in other European countries, 
such as Italy, France, and Poland, was a more liberal and tolerant discipline. 
Maurice Duggan, in a 1966 passage describing his 'Beginnings', suggested that 
the causes of Irish narrowness lay deeper than within Catholicism itself: 

... the sad Irish bravura; the drear Irish Catholicism; the Irish syndrome
booze, melancholy and guilt; the pointless, loud pride-for what had 
they to be proud of, each man a Joseph in his coat of bright verbs?; 
the intolerance; the low superstition; the peculiarly Irish deceit. 

In particular, it was the Irish male, as he has been for generations, who left an 
indelible mark on Duggan: 

... there he sits, disowned, my dark ancestor, stitching a boot in the 
doorway of a sod hut, hating the stranger, spitting upon Ireland, this 
damned land, aching in every bone from the rotten damp, a sullen, 
moody, violent man feared by his family, too fierce for friendliness, 
his life packed down like black explosive powder in a hole.189 

Duggan points to Irishness itself, of which Irish Catholicism is only one mani
festation. Deep psychological unease, racial and social disjunction, and, although 
Duggan does not say it, political storms for generations, created the troubled Irish 
character. It takes an Irishman to see it. Both Davin and Duggan present a race 
under siege. Davin implies the problem is one of time: later generations of trans
planted Irish may adapt, but the struggle for the colonists and for the first generation 
New Zealand-born was difficult. Davin's own career was one of escaping: from 
the Irish family in rural Southland to Dunedin, to Oxford, to the war, to final 
exile and death in England. Duggan offered no resolution to the 'mad maggot' of 
Irishness.190 

Ruth France's father and Maurice Duggan 's dark ancestor might have been the 
same man. The power such patriarchs exert was well-known to her, Henry Lewis 
of Ice Cold River is the Irish patriarch, based on her own dark father. France 
saw the forces working within the patriarch as part of the siege-mentality: ' ... if 
love had been denied him still he would bind them by all the force of his hatred, 
and his contempt of everything they believed in' (p.129). Violence wards off the 

189Maurice Duggan, 'Beginnings', in Islands 3, 4 (Summer 1974 ), 342-49 (pp.348-49). 
190Ibid., 348. 
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violence of others; standing aloof and hostile, builds a protective wall. The rule of 
the patriarch fills a void in the universe, and awful as it is, his rule is preferred to 
chaos. France writes about the rules people create in order to survive, not about the 
rules left behind by puritanism. They cramp life, but they are a way of sustaining 
it Because rules are accepted out of weakness, the ruler is usually a bully. The 
strong father bullies his family; the church bullies its members. 

In The Race, skipper Alan is a mild tyrant, never harsh or cruel, offering what 
he sees as benevolent leadership. He asserts patterns of behaviour for his family 
and crew; his wife feels she has lost the power to survive alone. Henry Lewis is an 
inveterate bully; he has enslaved his wife, and his grown-up children have not yet 
escaped his power. Henry's rules are his own; there is no sense of him enforcing 
church dogma. Indeed, it comes as a surprise when the family go off to Mass on 
Christmas Eve; there was no prior sense that this was a religious family. In no way 
could Henry be said to be a puritan in its vestigial sense. The rules are rules for 
survival. 

The saintly Esther takes the worst of Henry's tyranny, yet France shows that 
she lives also according to a set of misplaced rules of her own. She practises 
self-abnegation to a damaging degree to avoid self-knowledge. Esther is child-like 
in the best sense of the term, but she is almost wilfully naive, stubborn, and blind 
to reality. Julie, who loves her mother, cannot penetrate the wall of unknowing 
which Esther has built up as protection from the outer world. Similarly, naive 
Sister Felicia in The Race, is shown misguidedly and blindly following the rule 
of the church instead of facing her inner self and plotting her own path. Aunt 
Mary, Esther's sister, uses church dogma to cover personal inadequacies. She was 
subjected to her mother's bullying until well into middle-age. Unable now to live 
a life which brings its rewards, she prefers to store up riches in Heaven. In the 
meantime, she bullies her sister, and acts noisily to stave off contemplation. 

It is a tenet of Provincial puritan fiction that people are repressed sexually. The 
dualism of spirit and flesh, by which things of the flesh must be suppressed, spawned 
a whole literature of novels and stories about sexually inadequate people who show 
symptoms ranging anywhere in between sullenness and physical violence. Sex 
hardly features in France's novels (except in the atypical The Tunnel). She deals 
with the strains of the female role as mother, but not from a sexual perspective. 
Marriage is shown as a desire to find spiritual closeness with another. 

Davin recognized that the problem with the people in his novels was one of 
displacement. So does France. Davin left the hope that another generation would 
blend into New Zealand society and lead less anxious lives. France offers little 
hope of acclimatization, though each generation must strive for it. Therein lies 
a pessimism deeper than that of most of her contemporaries: displacement is a 
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permanent state, which in the end, is not a matter of nationality, social class, or 
neighbourhood. It is an existential problem. 

Ice Cold River was the type of novel France wanted to write; she called it 
'writing of a quieter kind', 191 domestic, strongly female, concentrating on the inner 
life, plot subordinated to inner action. Extra plot had been inserted to please the 
publisher. After putting so much of herself into the novel, it turned out to be a 
'costly mistake. I wrote the kind of book I wanted to write, and ... I must now 
write something more practical and sellable' .192 

The Tunnel is France's attempt at a 'made-to-measure', sellable novel, as may 
be seen from her comment: 'I've made The Tunnel much more dramatic and to the 
pattern of an acceptable novel' .193 In it she answers Holcroft's call for novels about 
New Zealand history, and his specific request for a novel about the Homer Tunnel. 
She tries to answer many other calls as well: the main character is Male-Ean, of 
the strong, silent, but interestingly-confused type. He is off on a Quest for survival, 
a Man trying to be Alone. France uses some Man Alone idiom: Ean selected 
Rose because she is a 'good sort'. The camp is men-only; female elements are 
mocked, such as the homosexual Willis and the priest in his skirt. Rose is a Good 
Woman of the 'helpmate' type; she exists only to hear Ean's story. Her mental 
powers are feeble in comparison with Ean's: only males have the power to love all 
mankind (as Dr Donne directed); Rose is a 'mere woman'. Love remains largely 
Inarticulate. But there is Sex at the camp: Willis plies his trade behind a shed. 
The locales are Outdoors, on the hills around Sumner and Lyttelton, and nowhere 
is more Outdoors than Fiordland. Men Test themselves against the Wilderness; 
Danger lurks at every tum; the Frontier is pushed back; Action comes thick and fast, 
and none thicker nor faster than the post-blasting slurry which drowns the Society 
Misfit. Repression leads to Violence. The Villain is shot. Mystery is provided by 
Willis, whose other sideline is parcelling up rocks for mineral-testing in Australia. 
There is Comedy, best left unremembered in the Hocken. Current Affairs: what 
effects will the tunnel and tourists have on the Wilderness? France nods in the 
direction of Puritanism, while saying over her shoulder that it is a facet of New 
Zealand society more imagined by 'experts' than real: Ean married Rose because 
he needed a Mate and could not travel with a female Mate, unwedded. Rose's 
Loyalty and Womanliness are rewarded in the Neat Ending of the Well-Made 
Novel. Willis was not a homosexual after all, and appears as if by magic at the 
tunnel portal, a complete man with wife and children. Ean is Purged of whatever 

191 France, letter to McEldowney, 12 April 1960, MC. 
192France, letter to Brasch, 11 November 1959, LC. 
193France, letter to McEldowney, 8 December 1960, MC. 
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it was that kept him from living life and loving Rose. Resolutions abound, with a 
rode-off-into-the-sunset final sentence: 'They came down from the top of the pass, 
and entered the plains together'. 

It was a determined effort, but sustaining a false pose for 260 pages was 
beyond Ruth France. Her natural penchant for psychological states and moral 
problems intruded, adding to the hotch-potch of motifs. In Barbed Wire and 
Mirrors, Lawrence Jones discusses the male 'barbed wire' tradition, and the female 
'mirrors' tradition in New Zealand fiction; in The Tunnel, Ruth France tried to use 
both traditions at once. Frame encompassed both in Owls Do Cry, but France fell 
between them. 

It is too easy to be unkind about The Tunnel; rather one should regret that 
France felt compelled to write the book at all. Her effort indicates she understood 
where the power in New Zealand fiction lay, and that she had no part of it. To come 
closer to the tradition, and thereby to find herself a publisher and readers-for she 
genuinely believed herself to be a writer-she was forced into alien postures. 
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The Pseudonym, "Paul 
Henderson'' 

On walking out in male clothes: 'No one knew me, no one looked at me, no one found 
fault with me; I was an atom lost in that immense crowd'. 

(George Sand) 

Alas! a woman that attempts the pen, 
Such an intruder on the rights of men, 
Such a presumptuous creature is esteemed, 
The fault can by no virtue be redeemed. 

(Anne Finch, Countess of Winchilsea) 

Speaking of men: 'Women incroach too much upon their Prerogatives; for they hold 
Books as their Crowne, and the Sword their Scepter, by which they rule, and governe. 

(Margaret Cavendish) 

Perhaps the over-wrought, over-taut vision of the woman writer at her very best 
touches a humanity and an insight which the serene male has not, because he has 
never been obliged to look at life with a perpetual crick in his neck .... 

(Robin Hyde)1 

Ruth France published her two volumes of poetry under the pseudonym Paul 
Henderson. Very likely Paul was a name she liked, for she gave it to her younger 
son, and Henderson was her maiden name. Why Ruth France should publish fiction 
under her own name, yet use a false male disguise for her poeU"Y>is the theme of 
this chapter. Not only is this interesting in itself, but a study of it enlightens latter
day students about the receptive climate for women's writing in New Zealand, 
particularly during the 1950s and 1960s. 

1Robin Hyde, 'Women Have No Star', in The Press (Christchurch), 5 June 1937, p.17. 
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There is a long tradition of women writers using pseudonyms in New Zea
land. There are the well-known ones of Kathleen Beauchamp becoming Katherine 
Mansfield (and several other names in her early writing days), Iris Wilkinson be
coming Robin Hyde, and Ursula Bethell becoming Evelyn Hayes for her early 
poetry and 'A Conservative' in The Press (Christchurch). Eileen Duggan also 
wrote as T.P., Aiblin, Brigid, Pippa, Mary Mallow, and Mary Matin. Ruth Dallas is 
the pseudonym of Ruth Mumford, and Keri Hulme wrote in Landfall as Kai Tainui. 
Janet Frame used Jan Godfrey, as well as changing her name to Outha by deed
poll. Lesser-known writers used pseudonyms in profusion, a few of which are: 
Keron Hale and G.B. Lancaster (Edith Lyttleton), T.I.S. (Blanche Baughan), 'Alien' 
(Louisa A. Dawson, later Baker), Polly Plum (Mary Colclough), Kathleen Ingle
wood (Kate Isitt), Prudence Cadey (Mrs Dreschfelt), 'Tua-o-Rangi' (Margaret C. 
Bullock), Helen Pegden (Miriam McGregor), C.M. Allen and M. Escott (Margaret 
Escott), 'Iota' (Kathleen Caffyn), 'Lux' (Lucy M. Jones), Elizabeth Milton (Mrs 
Lusk), E. Thornton Cook (Mrs E. Prentys), Marten Stuart (Mrs E.M. Scott), John 
O'Dreams and H.V.L. (Helen V. Longford), 'Konini' (Laura Bunting), and 'Sally 
Forth' (Mona Tracy). As noted in Chapter Two, Ruth France's mother, Helena 
Henderson, frequently used false names: Helena Barry, Domina, Ann Hamilton, 
Helena J. Hayes, Mona Gray, Anna O'Meara, and Anthony Roche.2 Many of the 
pseudonyms are male or gender-ambivalent. 

Male writers in New Zealand also have a tendency to change their names but 
not so frequently: Frank Sargeson, A.P. Gaskell, Diarmid Cathie, John Guthrie, 
and Owen Marshall are pseudonyms. Bill Pearson appeared briefly as Chris Bell, J. 
MacMillan Brown wrote novels as Godfrey Sweven, Thomas Bracken was Paddy 
Murphy; Arthur Bates became Arthur Baysting and later Neville Purvis; Kevin 
Ireland was born Jowsey; Charles Doyle was sometime Mike Doyle. Men often 
used pseudonyms in journalism: D' Arey Cresswell ('Vulcan'), Allen Curnow 
('Whim Wham'), R.A. Copland ('Augustus'), P.A. Lawlor ('Shibli Bagarag'), 
H.W. Rhodes ('Bystander'), and Denis Glover wrote for Tomorrow as Peter Kettle, 
P.K., and R. Roister-Doister. Baxter, Fairburn, and Mason also used pseudonyms 
for journalism. It is significant that men do not change their gender, with the 
exception of Fairburn and Glover becoming 'Dorothy Cannibal' to edit a volume 
of (mostly) satire called Poetry Harbinger, and thus satirising women's relationship 
with writing in New Zealand. 

Ruth France's first known publications occurred in 1926 when a poem by 
Ruth Henderson, aged twelve, appeared in the Christchurch Girls' High School 

2Information from the card catalogue, Canterbury Public Library, where some 300 items of Helena 
Jane Henderson's literary papers (Z MS 112) are stored. 
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Magazine, and two pieces of short fiction by Ruth Henderson were printed on the 
children's page of the Christchurch Sun. There are poems by R.H., probably Ruth 
Henderson assuming her first faint disguise, in the 1927, 1928, and 1929 High 
School Magazines. Nothing further is known of the writer until 1945 when The 
New Zealand Listener printed a short story, 'The Clock' by Ruth France on April 3, 
and The Arts in New Zealand (June-July 1945) published a poem by Ruth France 
called 'The Ghost Ships'. 

It was in 1947 that Ruth France and Charles Brasch as editor of Landfall began 
their literary correspondence. In late 1947, Brasch received unsolicited poems 
from Mrs Ruth France; he rejected them, but asked for more. Brasch selected 
'The Island' to publish as France's first work in Landfall; it appeared in June 1948. 
Following his usual practice, Brasch wrote to Ruth France, requesting biographical 
details for the Landfall files; she replied: 

Educated in the accepted sense at Christchurch Girls' High School and 
Canterbury School of Arts. 
Trained in library work at Canterbury Public Library. 
After marriage lived for two and a half years in Australia, later for 
more than three years on the sea, in a yacht. Though most of this 
time was spent in harbour at Lyttelton, the holiday voyages were most 
interesting. Have sailed to Wellington and to Timaru . 
Have two sons, who receive a sad mixture of old and new applied 
psychology. It all depends on how far their parents are tried at the 
moment. 
Am interested in many things, perhaps particularly in those relating to 
man, which is a wide subject. 
Dislike intolerance more than any other vice. 
Have had stories and poems published, and have written a number of 
radio talks. 
If you particularly want such intimate details as the year of my birth, it 
was 1913, but don't put it in unless you really think its [sic] necessary.3 

Before August 1948, Ruth France decided to assume the Paul Henderson 
persona, and thus she began the first of two deceptions practised on Brasch. Her 
first letter to Brasch written as Paul Henderson does not survive, but there is a reply 
from Brasch (16 August 1948) asking Henderson for more poems. Henderson 
answered on the 20th from an address different from that established by France 
(she had changed flats), and in disguised handwriting. Paul Henderson's first 

3France, letter to Brasch, 9 May 1948, LC. 
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poems were published in Land! all in March 1949. Brasch asked Henderson for his 
biographical details, and Ruth France sent him the following: 

As for myself, I am quite undistinguished and there seems nothing to 
make a biographical note about. I am thirty four years old, was born 
in North Canterbury and educated in Australia. Am a bit of a rolling 
stone and dislike myself intensely. All of which seems quite unsuited 
to publication, but please yourself. Thank you for your interest.4 

Paul Henderson is one-and-a-half years younger than Ruth France. France as 
Henderson used a bare, terse, 'masculine' tone in the letters to Brasch, presumably 
to assist the disguise. 

Henderson's life-history is that of a man eschewing closer contact and interest 
('I am quite undistinguished'), loath to establish a base and liable to move off at the 
least provocation ('a rolling '5tone'). His off-hand 'please yourself' is tempered 
by, 'Thank you for your interest'. Brasch was not deterred, and on the 8th of March 
1949, he announced he would be in Christchurch soon and would like to meet Mr 
Henderson. Mr Henderson replied (15 March): 'I have been out of town. I am very 
sorry to have missed seeing you, and should very much like to meet you later on. 
I am going to Wellington this week for a while, but this address will always find 
me ... '. Henderson offered to meet Brasch later in 1949. Brasch was too busy, but 
asked Henderson to call on him if ever he should be in Dunedin. In handwriting 
now only partially disguised, Henderson replied (29 November 1949): 'I am sorry 
to have missed you again. I don't think I'll be in Dunedin at all, but shall be here 
still in February, and hope to see you then'. Henderson held out the hope of a 
meeting, but saw that it was not achieved. 

Unfortunately, how this drama of identity resolved itself is not known, since 
the letter or letters which might have revealed the deception are not in the Landfall 
Correspondence file; there is a gap of eleven months before the next letter from 
Brasch to Ruth France (20 September 1950), in which he says: 'I have preserved 
your pseudonym faithfully-but Dorothy White [Ballantyne] told me she knew of 
your double nature'. France replied (27 September): 

Dorothy White is the only person who knows of my pen-name, apart 
from yourself and a few members of my family .... Sometimes I'm 
inclined to decently inter Paul Henderson, but all the same he's rather 
useful, so please keep him quiet in the meantime. I shant tell anyone 
1 Cs,cJ 

e se. 

4France, letter to Brasch. 31 January 1949, LC. 
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France again deceived Brasch in 1956 when she entered a section of her 
unpublished manuscript, The Race, in the Landfall Prose Award Competition under 
the pseudonym 'Sinbad'. Brasch wrote to say (16 January 1957): 'It was a complete 
surprise to me to discover the authorship of The Race. I hadn't suspected a woman: 
how like a man! But no more had Margaret Dalziel. .. '. France apologized: she 
had not meant to 'fool' him (19 January). 

France's first poem in the Listener appeared under her real name and provoked 
such a furore that the Paul Henderson disguise must have seemed a refuge from 
a hostile world. In 1949, the Listener held a competition for a Royal Ode, to be 
sponsored by the New Zealand Broadcasting Service. On May 27th, the Listener 
announced Ruth France had won the £50 first prize out of 312 entries, judged by 
Professor Ian Gordon and Alan Mulgan. Publishing France's ode, 'The Stream 
and the Discovery', was the catalyst for a debate in the correspondence columns 
about 'modem' poetry: 

• For H.E. Gunter of Palmerston North, the ode had 'neither beauty, music, 
nor rhyme' (it does rhyme); it had 'neither feeling nor inspiration' and was 
'a mere intellectual exercise in the modem style of verse-writing ... '.5 

• "Also Perplexed" of Auckland said it did not fulfil the chief obligation of the 
competition, viz that of expressing homage to the Crown. 6 

• J. Malton Murray of Oamaru (himself a versifier, published in The New 
Zealand Mercury in the 1930s) felt that the poem had as much to do with 
homage to the Crown 'as Hamlet's soliloquy has to do with butter fat', and 
he was backed up on the homage issue by 'Semper Fidelis' of Mapua who 
suspected the ode was 'a typical, if turgid, example of the "New Writing" '.7 

• 'Dense' of Picton asked the following week (1 July) when the debate was at 
its peak, "What is it about?" 

• E. Bevan Wiltshire defended France by lambasting those sunk into 'anti
quated smug complacency, not deigning to give credit for anything youthful 
or invigorating ... .' 

• 'Beachcomber' of Brown's Bay: 'This alleged ode, which 99.9 per cent of 
the population do not understand, would supply an argument, if needed, in 

5Listener, 10 June 1949. 
6Ibid., 17 June 1949. 
7Ibid., 24 June 1949. 
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favour of basic English. I sincerely hope it will not be inflicted on Their 
Majesties, should they ever come here. I am told this ode is modern art. 
If so, I can only say, "Thank God for the Byrons, the Tennysons and the 
Kiplings and again Thank God"'. 

• J. Darke sought enlightenment on whether all 312 entries were of such poor 
quality, and brooded on the damage 'so-called intellectuals' were doing to 
New 2.ealand literature. 8 

The correspondence was in full swing when M.H. Holcroft replaced Oliver 
Duff as editor: 

The argument was at its height when I first sat in the editorial chair, and 
I closed it soon after with a footnote: 'Other letters are so numerous 
that space could not be found for them. Perhaps the subject can be 
closed most fittingly by quoting the last sentence from a letter signed 
'Sporting Competitor': "However it was adjudged a better effort than 
mine, and I congratulate the winner." '9 

Yet, despite the opprobrium, and despite her having established the Paul Hen
derson persona-France's next poem in The Listener on 17 June 1949 was pub
lished under Henderson-Ruth France continued to publish poetry under both 
names in that magazine, indicating some ambivalence towards her poetic identity, 
and in her relationship with the poetry-reading public; it is as if part of her wanted 
to hide, and part did not During the remainder of 1949, two further poems ap
peared by Paul Henderson, and one by Ruth France; in 1950, two by Henderson, 
two by France; in 1951, three by Henderson, and one by France. All France's 
poems appearing in the New Zealand Poetry Yearbook were over the name Paul 
Henderson. 

Although Ruth France wished to keep secret the Henderson name, news of the 
double identity became known. Leo Bensemann, working on the proofs of Un
willing Pilgrim at the Caxton Press in 1953, indicated he knew, though he insisted 
Brasch had not told him, Brasch remaining 'as close as an oyster' .10 Holcroft knew 
from 1951.11 When Unwilling Pilgrim appeared in 1955, an observant follower 

8Ibid., 1 July 1949. 
9M.H. Holcroft, Reluctant Editor: the Listener Years, 1949-67 (Wellington: Reed, 1969), p.93. 
France's Royal Ode was set to music by Terry Vaughan, and has had two recent airings on radio's 
Concert Programme. 

10France, letter to Brasch, 7 May 1953, LC. 
11 Holcroft, op.cit., p.92. 
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of New Zealand poetry might have detected the identity of Paul Henderson, since 
four of the poems (' Object Lesson, 'Deserted House', 'Tree on a Hillside', and 
'Rock Garden') had appeared in the Listener over Ruth France's name (the Royal 
Ode was not collected); another poem, 'The Ghost Ships' by Ruth France, had 
appeared in The Arts in New Zealand (1945). 

Louis Johnson, in the introduction to New Zealand Poetry Yearbook, 11 (1964), 
wrote that Ruth France, 'recognising the danger that awaits the poetess-intention, 
has deliberately chosen a masculine mask as a possible egress'. Johnson believed 
the male name 'originally ... was as complete a mask as she could make it. Her 
style of writing poetry changed with the mask, became harder and more masculine, 
and she did not attempt, under the pen-name, "putting over" poetess verse on any 
editor'(pp.17-18). Oearly, Johnson felt there was an unspecified danger lying in 
wait for women who wanted to be poets, a danger that men escaped, and Ruth 
France_,in becoming Henderson, had tried to circumvent. 

Using only Unwilling Pilgrim as evidence, a critic would need to be very astute 
indeed to declare that Paul Henderson was a woman. To start with the least first: 
there is none of that atmosphere Denis Glover thought he detected in C.A. Marris's 
annual anthologies, New Zealand Best Poems (1932-1943), which summed up for 
Glover all that was worst in New Zealand writing: 

Alas, New Zealand literature distils 
an atmosphere of petticoats and frills. 12 

There are no overtly 'female' topics, such as those which embarrassed C.K Stead 
about the poetry of Ruth Gilbert: 'The personal poems are embarrassingly honest; 
a point is reached where the invitation to eavesdrop on such things as a mother's 
brooding over the child in her womb must be declined. Art demands some objec
tivity, however slight'.13 

The 'I' figure in the poems is never obviously female; rather there is a sense 
that 'I' is male, as in 'Living' (p.8): 

· But no man lived in me 
Till I lived; wept till then; 
I, knowing, feel and see 
All men I, and I, living, all men. 

Henderson used terse, colloquial language, moving without pause from one line to 
the next in 'Object Lesson' (p.25): 

12Denis Glover, The Arraignment of Paris 
13C.K. Stead, review of Ruth Gilbert: The Sunlit Hour, in Landfall, 152. 
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A man you may say is a man; but when 
He's extended himself to the hill, included 
The spur and the curve in the light of his 
Knowing how this was formed; pondered if 
TlIIle, place, thought and strewn heaven 
Matter a tinker's curse; 

Action is strong and violent to match the tortured mood of the sailor in 'A Sailor 
they Say' (p.33): 'I will take fear and strangle/ It and hold it up to the sunlight 
poor gutless thing'. 

A harsh and cynical tone, not usually associated with women's writing, carried 
over into some of the love poetry: In 'The Young Legend' (p.19), the poet asked 
how was it possible to write love stories in New Zealand, a place so unconducive 
to love. Again the poet persona is 'male': 

How do you make the untender passages 
Of this island story coincide with the nightingale? 

There is no time for love, and no 'romantic' environment; rather New Zealand is a 
brash place of clay roads, coarse grasses, of wind wailing, and no nightingales: 

It is crude 
For love-making. Depends on petrol and 
How many miles to the gallon and the mail 

Left in a tin box two miles further on; 

Ruth France's poetry in Unwilling Pilgrim appears on the surface to embody 
qualities of masculine realism: vigor, colloquial language, and a hard-nosed cyn
icism, as it unmasks disturbing truths about the human condition. There is an 
implied male persona in most poems, and 'male' or gender-neutral subject-matter: 
life, regeneration, death, landing on the moon, rivers flooding, mankind's feeble 
foothold on the earth, the brashness of a new society, a bonfire, the vagaries of the 
weather, journeys, maps, the circus, sailing, human corruption, an air race, airports, 
and building a house. Another France subject, gardening, should be gender-neutral, 
but it seems not to be associated with male poets; the gardening poems may have 
given a clue to gender, especially since readers were accustomed to reading garden 
poems from Ursula Bethell. 

Some Henderson critics commented on the vigorous tone of the verse, noting 
features usually associated with male poetry. An anonymous critic in The Press, 
(Christchurch), discussed the 'declamatory conversation', 'the talker who bom
bards the listener with rhetorical questions' in the manner of Robert Browning's 
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'more hectoring dramatic monologues', in which Henderson's slight subject-matter 
is at variance with the 'sledge-hammer' technique.14 J.C. Reid noted 'a sinewy 
logic' and"an unmistakable intelligence of the dialectical kind' in the poems, an 
'eye for the cold and the austere': Henderson's 'mood is that of a more clini
cal Wordsworth'.15 Conversely, Robert Chapman criticized the poems for their 
blandness and safeness, their air of 'literary gentility', as noted earlier. 

James K. Baxter achieved something of a coup with his review in Landfall: he 
assessed the poems and decided the mind shaping them was female. It says much 
for Baxter's acute response to the poet As well as the 'male' qualities of grit, 
honesty, and moral courage, Baxter found 'a structural delicacy' which reflected 
'the delicate and fluctuating insights of this poet', as in: 

If there were no lack I would find 
All answers in the dispassionate mind; 
But this need, hunger drives, and always 
I stand betrayed in my own senses. 
Betrayed? Dear love, if this were illusion 
Then all must fall, and the sweet tension 

Ofmy life alter. 
'How Shall I', U.P., p.13. 

The love poetry aroused Baxter's supicions about gender: 'I must confess a bewil
derment . . . on first reading the love poems . . . . The dilemma of flesh and spirit 
which they conceived and stated seemed curiously remote: I could not imagine 
it my own'. Baxter found the same problem with 'The Young Legend': 'Then 
the scales fell from my eyes with the realization that Paul Henderson is a woman 
poet writing under a pseudonym; and a world of vigorous, actual knowledge was 
exposed to me'. 

The main clue for Baxter was a perceived distortion in the 'subtle balance 
of intellectual and instinctual forces' which pertains in any poet, and to which 
the reader must respond in similar balance. Baxter's meaning is not quite clear, 
but one assumes he is discussing the (to him) normal process of male readen; 
reading male poetry: the gender of the poet must be obvious, or the balance of 
intellectual and instinctual responses of the reader is out of kilter. The male pattern 
of instinctual response differs from the female, says Baxter, and leads to faulty 
interpreting and assessing of female writing by males, so that to the male reader, 
'a vigorous and well-balanced poem [by a woman, may be regarded] as a mere 

14 Anonymous, undated clipping in the France Papers. 
15J.C. Reid, review of Unwilling Pilgrim, 12. 
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formal exercise'. 16 This is borne out by Chapman's response to Unwilling Pilgrim: 
even though Chapman assumed Henderson was male, the poems were written by 
a woman and Chapman brought the wrong responses to them. Baxter felt this 
led to the 'deprecation of the work of women writers ... .' Smithyman wrote that 
female gender must be obvious from the verse itself, for 'if their womanhood is 
not declared by their verse their poems are so much the less' .17 

Another marker for Baxter was Henderson's use of subject-matter from 'areas 
of experience mainly inaccessible or unrewarding to the male poet', namely the 
mysticism Henderson attached to such places as 'the inhabited temenos in "The 
Island" ', and in domestic recreations of house and garden. For the rest of his 
review, Baxter discussed the poet as 'she', commenting: 'Her most characteristic 
poetry . . . has scope and energy far beyond the accustomed boundaries. The 
packed long line, the sharp visual imagery, even the occasional rawness, links her 
work with the best of Robin Hyde'. The vigour, lack of sentimentality and cloying 
'female sensitivity', the sharp visual imagery, which Baxter found in Henderson's 
poetry and which are usually thought to be male assets, did not deceive Baxter 
about the poet's gender. 18 

Baxter's review in the March 1954 issue of Landfall was followed in May by 
one from Tom Crawford in Here & Now, in which Crawford said he was 'inclined 
to agree with Mr Baxter that she is [a woman]' .19 Crawford concluded that if she 
was a woman, 'then she has an extremely tough mind'. 

Ruth France was sorry to have been discovered by Baxter, but she valued 
his good opinion. It would have been better not to have included 'obviously 
feminine poems and [she] now wonder[s] why they were not discovered by the 
other reviewers'. Brasch advised her to keep writing poetry under her pseudonym, 
which she did, with the exception of 'Pegasus' in Landfall (June 1959); her second 
volume of poetry, The Halting Place (1961), retained the Henderson name, and 
Alan Roddick, reviewed it for Land! all, assuming Henderson was male. 20 

Louis Johnson wrote in 1964 that France was developing her natural female 
response over that of the 'assumed' male persona of the earlier poetry: 

... she is returning to elements of feminine autobiography. . . . It 

16Baxter, review in Landfall, 10, 1 (March 1956), 63-65. 
17Smithyman, 'The Clayless Climate', 42. 
18Baxter, p.64. 
19Tom Crawford, review of Unwilling Pilgrim, 30. 
20France, letter to Brasch, 2 April 1956; Brasch, letter to France, 4 April 1956; Anne Else discusses 

Ruth France's critical reception in Landfall, and wonders how Roddick could not have heard about 
the pseudonym, Landfall, 39, 4 (December 1985), 441-43. 
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would seem to me that if this author continues writing poetry the very 
next question she will have to face is whether or not to continue in her 
use of the pseudonym. There are some signs that she no longer needs 
it. But she will have to choose between throwing in her lot completely 
with the 'Paul Henderson' persona or developing more directly the 
woman who is sometimes now speaking out through the poems.21 

Johnson felt that the poem, 'Always On Waking', introduced 'the new passive 
feminine persona that has, in brief flashes, surprised some "Henderson" readers': 

Always, on waking, I look out into treetops; 
I lie beside you in the shimmering room 
Where, whether summer morning, shell of dawn 
Or dazed moonlight patterns leaves on walls 
I wake to wide sky and the movement of treetops. 

Poems in similar 'feminine' tone, such as 'To Wake, Uncertain', and 'I Think of 
Those', struck Johnson as being 'among the most genuine poems from her pen 
yet, and represent an area that the author would do well to exploit more fully'. 
Poems which Johnson classified as 'Henderson' poems were often 'something of 
standardised stereotypes'. 

It is not certain what Johnson meant by 'Henderson' poems: whether he meant 
the landscape poems, or the ones where the persona of the poems is male, as 
in 'Living', which offered the 'stereotype' of the male poet responding to the 
landscape. Neither is it clear whether Louis Johnson was being critical primarily 
of Ruth France and her 'false' male persona, or whether he used this critique 
as another broadside at Allen Curnow in their long and bitter feud over what 
should constitute the subject-matter of New Zealand poetry. Johnson very likely 
termed 'Henderson' those poems he felt reflected a whole genre of response-to-our
landscape-and-history poems which he deplored, and which Curnow said should 
be the essence of New Zealand poetry; Johnson tried to direct France away from 
this, towards more personal poetry, thus engaging her to his side of the dispute. 
He implied that France wrote the impersonal landscape poetry because it was the 
fashion. 

Johnson believed Ruth France's true idiom was the 'feminine', in all the male 
expectations of that term: quiet, mystical, sensitive, reflective, and passive. He was 
trying to push her in a direction to which she was only partly drawn. Baxter's review 
of The Halting Place reveals again his truer sensitivity for the poetic intention: 

21 Louis Johnson, 'The Year the Drought Broke', in New Z.ealand Poetry Yearbook (1964), p.18. 
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he detects 'the powerful drive and impatience' in Henderson, the poetry not 'of 
resignation but the poetry of conflict', yet there is still in much of the writing 'a 
great delicacy of feeling'. Baxter thought Henderson was 'forging a new idiom', 
a blending of toughness and strongly-felt emotion'. 'The poems are works of 
transition', and her true gifts are yet to be revealed. 22 Toughness and conflict are 
valid in women's poetry, according to Baxter; all he asked was for the gender of 
the poet to be clear at the outset for the reader to assemble appropriate responses. 

The second part of this chapter discusses why women writers take male or 
gender-ambivalent names. It is a discussion; I do not offer definitive answers on 
an extraordinarily complex subject. The female rationale for taking pseudonyms 
is not straight-forward: even if we asked the women themselves why they changed 
their names, we could not be sure that their answers were honest. The desire for 
disguise arises deep from within the female psyche, and motives lie buried beneath 
layers of natural reserve, as well as beneath centuries of female conditioning in a 
dominantly male world. But it is worth trying to suggest some reasons because 
this may offer insights into the wider topic of the critical climate and reception for 
women's writing. 

In the case of Ruth France, the question is whether it was her gender or her 
person she wished to conceal. France observed to Brasch that she should not 
have included obviously 'feminine' poems in Unwilling Pilgrim if she wanted her 
gender concealed. Put another way, if she had written under a female pseudonym, 
she might have kept longer the anonymity she needed to develop her poetry. But 
at the same time, she would have lost the benefit of being 'male' in an art usually 
seen as male. Her ambivalence about the disguise was noted earlier in the chapter: 
why publish some poetry as Ruth France, and some as Paul Henderson, and why 
publish in book form under Henderson, verse which had already been exposed 
to poetry readers as written by Ruth France? Femaleness will out, as Baxter's 
sharp detection work confirms. Mrs Gaskell noted that the use of male names by 
women, such as the Brontes, made their work 'technically false', even made it 
'squint'.23 The use of a male name is often a vain disguise because the female 
voice subverts whatever practical advantage might accrue. 24 It is reasonable to 
conclude, therefore, that most women do not adopt male names simply to disguise 
their person, but to disguise their gender. 

22James K. Baxter, review of The Halting Place, 42-43. 
23Quoted by Lynn Sukenick, 'On Women and Fiction', in The Authority of Experience: Essays in 

Feminist Criticism, ed. Arlyn Diamond & Lee K. Edwards (Amherst: University of Massachusetts, 
1977), pp.28--44 (p.31). 

24SandraM. Gilbert & Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: the Woman Writer in the Nineteenth 
Century Literary Imagination (New Haven/ London: Yale University Press, 1979), p.71. 
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Women must see some advantage for themselves in being taken for a man. 
Writing has for centuries been considered a male pursuit, with few exceptions; the 
number of English women who wrote under male names is well enough known to 
need mentioning only in passing. Prejudice against women writers was replicated 
in New Zealand after the 1930s when Glover, Curnow, Fairburn, and Brasch 
began to purge New Zealand writing-and poetry in particular-of its degenerate 
female elements. Glover's (already quoted) response to Patricia Godsiff's proffered 
poems-'Your function is to be a wife and mother: the world can do without 
your little posies of flowers'-is typical of the time. According to Gilbert and 
Gubar, 'Verse genres have been even more thoroughly male than fictional ones'.15 

Significantly, France used the pseudonym only for her poetry, being prepared to 
face the fiction-reading public under her own name. Men thought that the highest 
levels of artistic creation, poetry, painting, and musical composition, were possible 
only for males, the female intelligence being of a different, lesser order. Women 
may provide inspiration for male creativity, but they may not create themselves.26 

Baxter felt women's writing to be at a disadvantage because male readers 
brought to it different and inappropriate expectations; they had little experience in 
reading it, and dismissed it out of hand. It is fair to assume that because women's 
writing has been deemed to be outside the tradition, women choose male names at 
least to secure fairer judgement, and at best to earn a place in the tradition, rather 
than to be classified as producers of 'other', minor, or inferior work. Tillie Olsen 
uses the example of Charlotte Bronte who took the name Currer Bell, not so that 
she might write like a man, but because 'she wished to have the privileges of one, 
that is, have her work accorded serious, just treatment'. Bronte wrote to George 
Lewes that she hoped to be taken for a man so reviewers 'would be more just to 
him' .27 Women wished to avoid the 'dancing dog phenomena' .28 

Holcroft found among reviewers of poetry in New Zealand (usually other poets). 
'a curious prejudice against the female of their species-almost as if, in their own 
purer regions of thought, they reproduce the segregationist attitude they condemn 
in society at large' .29 Rod Edmond suggests that the climate of writing in New 
Zealand, being male-dominated, has not been kind to women: the 'fine balance 
between tension and repose' necessary to produce creative writing is absent, so that 
women either go overseas, or adopt a pseudonym or mask, which is 'not something 

25 Gilbert & Gubar, p.68. 
26Susan Gubar, ''The Blank Page" and Female Creativity', in Writing and Sexual Difference, ed. 

Elizabeth Abel (Brighton: The Harvester Press Ltd, 1982), pp.73-93 (p.77). 

Z7Tillie Olsen, Silences (New York: Delacorte Press/ Seymour Lawrence, 1965), p.249. 
28Cynthia Ozick, 'Women and Creativity', in Motive, April, 1969. Quoted in Olsen, p.40. 
29 Holcroft, Reluctant Editor, p.93. 
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prominent male writers have used' .30 

Furthennore, female poets have come mostly from the middle-class, and until 
recently, it has been the practice for women of this group to be quiet, dignified, 
and inconspicuous: 'She drew attention to herself' is a criticism no middle-class 
woman wished to have said of her. Fear of being loud in public, coupled with the 
strong male tenor of New Zealand society, bred reticence and a desire for privacy. 
Perhaps the sexist literary tenns,feminine ending and feminine rhyme, implying a 
weak tapering-off, were coined in response to this falling female voice. Withdrawal 
into privacy provides ideal conditions for writing, but the writer faces a quandary 
should she wish to publish: recognition as a writer comes only through public 
exposure. The pull of private and public sets up tensions which are not resolved 
satisfactorily, and leads to ambivalence not only about her work, but about her 
reading-public. 

Publishing is being 'loud' in public, so the woman subverts the nonnal writer
reader relationship and draws attention away from herself by assuming a disguise. 
It is the pseudonymous person created by the escaping author with whom the 
reader has a relationship, and who bears the critics' strictures, and thus the writer's 
virginity is preserved. In her article, 'The Sanguine Temperament', Ruth France 
wrote of the 'centuries ofinhibition' women have to conquer, as well as their 'fear 
of the unknown'.31 The pseudonym gave her 'privacy for development, which 
was one of the reasons I used it. Of course one can't have cake and eat it too, 
and if you want privacy you can't have recognition. I'm afraid I'm no Emily 
Dickinson' .32 France implies that development of her craft would come only from 
privacy: 'Paul Henderson' is there to draw off any criticism which might embarrass 
and inhibit Ruth France. Lest this evasion seem cowardly, it should be noted that 
the author writing under a pseudonym effaces self to the extent of being able to 
accept recognition only vicariously. When 'Henderson' was discovered, France 
lost another avenue through which to develop her art 

In an article on George Eliot, Michal Peled Ginsburg goes to the extreme 
of suggesting that Mary Ann Evans assumed the name 'George Eliot' in order 
to become a man: she 'produces herself a phallus', and contrives for herself a 
masculine intellect, implying that the power a writer needs for successful writing 
is male, a notion that hardly needs comment. 33 Suffice to say that for Ruth France, 

30Rod Edmond, 'Where Are Our Women Poets?', review of The Young New Zealand Poets, ed. 
Arthur Baysting (1973), in Outrigger, 3 (1974], 1-11 (p.9). 

31 Rulh France, 'The Sanguine Temperament', in New Zealand Monthly Review, 6 (August 1965), 
19. 

32France, letter to Brasch, 2 April 1956, LC. 
33Michal Peled Ginsburg, 'Pseudonym, Epigraphs, and Narrative Voice: Midd/emarch and the 
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the male name gave her not male power-for she was capable of potent expression 
unassisted-but freedom to come and go on two levels. 

It is worthwile comparing Ruth France's attitude to publicity and privacy with 
that of her contemporary, Phoebe Meikle. The need for privacy was a compelling 
reason for Phoebe Meikle to publish her article, 'Women and Men in New Zealand' 
under the gender-ambivalent name, Leslie M. Hall.34 Charles Brasch was again the 
victim of a female double-game. L.M. Hall wrote to Brasch, enclosing the article, 
and omitting any reference to gender.35 She was most surprised to receive his reply 
to 'Dear Miss Hall': 'it shook me rather when a man like you assumed that the 
writer would be "Miss" (2 November). He then addressed her as 'Mrs'. Brasch 
reported that most readers of the article (which was sharply critical of the New 
Zealand male and the education of boys) assumed the spelling of Leslie indicated 
a male writer. Hall replied (22 May 1958) that the omission of 'Mrs', and the 
spelling of the Christian name were intentional because 'I wanted to see whether 
my sex would be spotted ... '. All the letters from Hall to Brasch were typed. 

In July 1959, Brasch wrote to Phoebe Meikle, not knowing that she was 'Hall', 
asking if she would contribute as an educationalist to a series of articles he was 
planning on life in New Zealand in the 1950s. Meikle replied by hand from an 
address different from that of Hall, and revealed her deception. A recent article by 
Meikle in Education, called 'New Zealand Life and Education', would, she said, 
'have left Leslie M. Hall without a shred of anonymity to cling to, and in common 
courtesy, I thought she should acknowledge her identity' (28 July 1959). 

At the time of writing 'Women and Men in New Zealand', Phoebe Meikle 
was Senior Mistress at Takapuna Grammar School, and felt she needed anonymity 
to make her attack, while not compromising herself or the school. She wrote to 
Brasch after revealing her identity (28 July): 

As it happens, the situation at school has changed with such dramatic 
speed and completeness in the last few months that my main reason for 
concealment has gone, anyway. Those that remain are only a fear of 
spoiling my relations with some very nice but limited men that I value 
and a strong dislike of the invasion of oneself that avowed authorship 
brings in New Zealand. 

In a personal communication to me (10 May 1989), Phoebe Meikle elaborated on 
her reasons for concealment. She desired to protect the school, to avoid damaging 

Problem of Authorship', in A Journal of English Literary History, 47 (1980), 542-58 (p.546). 
34Landfall, 12, 1 (March 1958), 47-57. 
35 Landfall Correspondence, Charles Brasch and Phoebe Meikle, (MS 996/19): 30 August 1957. 
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her working-relationship with male teachers, thus rendering herself uncomfortable 
and ineffective in her work. 

These are sensible and practical reasons for concealment, but it was her claim 
to Brasch that she had 'a strong dislike of the invasion of oneself that avowed 
authorship brings in New Zealand' that interested me. In reply to my question, 
Phoebe Meikle wrote that it all happened so long ago 'I can't remember what 
specific experiences made me write [that]', but: 

Searching my memory as I write, I do recall how writers dined out on 
one another at parties, not only on the work of other writers but on their 
private lives. Frank Sargeson was a great gossip. In a small place like 
Auckland most writers and the revel rout of the intelligentsia as well 
as serious readers often knew one another, and the tendency (which 
I grew tired of) was to talk about people rather than ideas. I may 
though have had a stronger than average wish to preserve my privacy. 
Even today seeing my name in print, whether attached to something 
I've written or in other people's comments, embarrasses me though of 
course much of me is pleased when the comments are kindly. (I've 
often thought I could not reveal myself as poets do.)36 

There Phoebe Meikle echoes Ruth France, and voices the female quandary: 
the desire to be public and to remain private. The intellect led her to publish on a 
subject about which she was well-qualified to speak, but her emotional response 
dictated the need for a false name, not simply to save her job, but for the deeper 
need of personal privacy. She wanted her ideas examined as ideas, particularly in 
a delicate sphere where the gender of the writer might be crucial to how the article 
was received; and she required protection from gossip: look at what I say, not what 
I am. Phoebe Meikle confirms the vulnerability of poets, and the ambivalence of 
their relationship with the public. She was only partly sucessful in the disguise: 
Eric McCormick recognised her at once, as did Robert Chapman, one man on her 
staff, and Margaret Dalziel. 37 

Pseudonyms are masks. James K. Baxter saw poems themselves as masks, 
attractive to the female poet, for through them, she may create a second self for 
personal expression, yet keep her distance: 

The view of a poem as a mask is particularly tempting to women
by the use of cosmetics, in ordinary life, a woman can create an 

36Phoebe Meikle, personal comnumication to Heather Murray, 10 May 1989. 
37The desire to speak out has ultimately displaced Meikle's need for personal privacy, and she is at 

present working on an autobiography. 
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apparent second self, a work of art that walks and talks, and so the 
notion of a purely instrumental personality can easily be carried over 
unconsciously to literature .... 

Baxter believed such poems written by the 'second self' were false, because 'they 
dodge the issue of knowledge of self and the world'. Thus women who use masks 
are not at ease with the world; they are uncertain about the climate into which they 
must send their work. Baxter believed this lack of ease led women to seek out new, 
female ways of writing, in search of 'a new and difficult existential freedom ... 
for freedom in the use of their own kind of symbolism, for the right to speak from 
a private centre, not necessarily marked on any of the literary maps'. 38 Finding no 
room in the male-dominated world of writing, women make space by pioneering 
new terrain. 

Three less important reasons why women use pseudonyms need discussion. 
Many women writers eked out their literary earnings by supplying pieces of jour
nalism to sundry papers. As these outlets were few, multiple personrewere invented 
by women like Helena Henderson. Robin Hyde wrote under many names also-
such as 'The Fretful Porcupine', 'Jennifer Larch', 'Taffy', and 'Novitia'. Landfall 
limited poets to one appearance a year, but it is unlikely that this rule caused 
people to circumvent it by using a pseudonym. In conversation with Im Milner, 
Brasch reported how difficult it was to obtain material for the early Landfalls, and 
how he was careful not to knock back people so they would not send him any 
more.39 Certainly, Brasch asked first Ruth France and later Paul Henderson for 
further poems: 'you might have others to send me by January. May I keep these 
meanwhile? and will you please give me first choice should you wish to print any 
of these elsewhere? '40 

Women may adopt male persometo widen public acceptance of their subject
matter, or their treatment of it. Heather Roberts believes that Robin Hyde and M. 
Escott 'were opening up new ground for women writers-they were writing from 
the point of view of a male character', and of working-class characters. To make 

_ their work more authentic, both women used the double-disguise of hiding 'behind 
a male narrator and behind an ambiguous author' .41 Edith Lyttleton, in taking 
the name G.B. Lancaster, may be another example of this trend. Isabel Cluett 
confirms that Lyttleton was the daughter of a land-owning family and 'an intensely 
feminine and charming woman, with her gentle voice and rather retiring manner'. 

38Baxter, Aspects of Poetry in New Zealand (Christchurch: Caxton, 1967), pp.29, 36. 
39Ian Milner, 'Conversations with Charles Brasch', 350. 
40Brasch, letter to Henderson, 14 September 1948, LC. 
41 Roberts (1989), p.85. 
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Cluett expresses surprise at this 'when one considers the robust character of her 
books ... '.42 Joan Stevens suggests Lyttleton's subject-matter was so atypical of 
contemporary women's writing that it was no wonder she chose a pseudonym.43 

F.A. de la Mare, who knew the Lyttleton family, believed Edith came from a family 
of extremely talented people, whose talents struggled 'with a reserve which hated 
publicity in men and denied it to women' .44 Edith's first pseudonym, Keron Hale, 
was discovered, and this caused consternation so great in the family that it was 'a 
devastating memory' to the end of Edith's life. 

Heather Roberts offers a more recent opinion on G.B. Lancaster: 'What most 
interests Lancaster . . . is the violence of the male world, and as such her novels 
may well prove offensive to men as well as women'.45 An earlier anonymous 
writer was as surprised as Isabel Cluett about the disparity between the woman and 
her works: Lancaster wrote 'hefty he-man stuff', despite her sheltered upbringing 
among the gentry of Canterbury where she was forbidden to talk to the men on her 
father's station.46 The writer suggested Edith Lyttleton felt her literary aspirations 
were 'something of a disgrace', and so took the pseudonym, to protect her family 
from sharing in it. This proffers another reason why women seek disguise: a 
woman's surname is not her own, being the property of either her father or her 
husband. Any woman must bear that in mind before bringing it before the public 
gaze: according to Gilbert and Gubar, 'it is not hers to risk, not hers to publicize, 
not even hers to immortalize' .47 

Roberts also notes how some women writers chose pseudonyms because they 
did not wish to capitalize on a husband's or father's name to facilitate publication: 
she gives the example of Kate Isitt who wrote a temperance novel under the name 
Kathleen Inglewood~ her father and uncle were Methodist ministers, the uncle later 
becoming a Member of Parliament elected on the temperance ticket Kate Isitt 
'had impeccable credentials for writing a temperance novel, though her use of a 
pseudonym suggests that she wanted to have her novel accepted in its own right'.48 

Ruth France's motives in becoming Paul Henderson are complex. It is sim
plistic to suggest (as her friend, Elsie Locke, suggested to me) that it was because 
she was not getting things published under her own name. With limited publishing 

42Cluett, 'Women Writers of New Zealand' (1929), 59. 
43Joan Stevens (1961), pp.48-49. 
44F.A. de la Mare, G.B.Lancaster 1873-1945: a Tribute (Printed for Private Circulation, Hamilton, 

[1945]), p.4. 
45Roberts (1989), p.22. 
46 Anon., 'G.B. Lancaster', in The New 'Zealand Magazine, 13, 1 (January-February 1934), 5-6. 
47Gilbert & Gubar, p.555. 
48Roberts, p.28. 
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opportunities available to poets, male and female, during the 1950s and 1960s, 
most had trouble placing their work. From the time she was twelve years old, 
France was published, and she had early success in Landfall and the Listener. It 
was the 'sense of freedom in writing' that she valued 'although I am aware that the 
implications of withdrawal are not healthy ones', and she was 'now rather in a cleft 
stick ... ': 'It would seem more honest to stand on one's own feet and be judged as 
a woman, but it means to some extent starting all over again'. Ruth France wanted 
to be judged first as a poet, and this might better be achieved if she were 'male'.49 

The freedom of the pseudonym gave her the valued privacy to say intimate 
things in public; privacy and discretion are essential to women of her class and 
upbringing. Novel-writing, as practised by France, did not require such revelation 
of the self. France was not the 'retiring violet' type as suggested by Holcroft: he 
noted her gentle nature, 'with a spirit easily bruised' by harsh reviews, and he saw 
her personality divided between the 'Paul Henderson' persona which sustained her 
in 'the nervous and spiritual fatigue of composition', and the Ruth France persona 
of' the wife and mother'. 50 If her diffidence could be put aside, France was a strong, 
often angry, impatient woman, as noted by Baxter. The 'male' strength some critics 
saw in her early poems, was not assumed artificially as part of the male disguise. 
Neither was 'the new passive, feminine persona' which Johnson thought he saw 
in The Halting Place, the real Ruth France breaking through. Baxter had it right: 
she was a blend of 'great delicacy of feeling' and 'a powerful impatience'. The 
'male' and the 'female' achieved a balance in her best poetry. The gender question 
was a cleft stick for her: she did achieve some of the privacy she needed, but it 
also set the critics off on a chase, looking for the 'male' and 'female' elements 
in her poetry. It was unfortunate they bothered about those terms at all. Ruth 
France's ambivalence about her poetic identity was not resolved. The climate for 
women's writing was against this: as Baxter said, there existed 'certain nuances 
and tensions', out of which 'some timidity, uneasiness, even paranoid symptoms, 
are understandable in our women writers, given their uncertainty of status ... '. 51 

It is no wonder Ruth France's reponses to her poetic identity were confused, and 
that she did not succeed in securing her own poetic 'voice'. 

49 France, letters to Brasch, 17 July 1952, 7 May 1953, 2 April 1956, LC. 
50Holcroft, Reluctant Editor, p. 93. 
51 Baxter, Aspects, p.31. 
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Ruth France Revalued: an 
Insecure Art 

0, you women! You sad-eyed, wry-mouthed New Zealanders, with your quiet 
hands resting on your weight bearing thighs; your minds engrossed in the business 
of cleaning houses and filling bellies. You who creep tentatively towards the light 
of self-expression, a step forward, a step back. You whose flesh, covered by the 
trappings of respectability, is mortified if someone sees an inch of your bare arse .... 
For God's sake speak! 
Say who you are. Say what you are .... 
You madam, next to me, with your panty hose crossed demurely at the ankles, and 
your salon coiffure in the grip of sprayed plastic, what did you do this morning? 

Song comes to me 
But haltingly, 
A child that stretches hands of faith 
Then draws them back again, 
A sun that gilds me for a while, 
Then hides for fear of rain, 
I shall not sing again. 

From 'The Writers' by Lee Gibson1 

From 'The Last Song' by Eileen Duggan2 

This chapter seeks to re-evaluate Ruth France, the forgotten writer, and to pin
point her strengths and weaknesses. I shall look for ways in which her writing might 
have developed from her strengths, had she lived into the 1970s and continued 

1 In Outrigger 4 [1974), 19-21. 
2In Kowhai Gold (1930), pp.13-14 (p.13). 
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to write, and I shall try to show those weaknesses which might have hindered 
her development. I shall seek links between France and the literary events and 
practices of the time, since she was dependent on the literary climate for validation 
in a way her more independent contemporaries, Ashton-Warner, Duckworth, and 
Frame were not. Fiction is discussed first, both novels being considered together. 
Ruth France's fictional output was small. As shown in Chapter Five, the third 
unpublished novel, The Tunnel, represented not the natural progression of France's 
art, but a misguided response to the critical climate of the day, and it will be 
discussed no further. 

The Race and Ice Cold River are very dissimilar novels. The former is strong 
in action, suspense, .and realism; the latter, while containing those elements in the 
flood sequence, is short of action, plot, and exterior description. Inward, personal 
exploration replaces outer, physical action, to the puzzlement and impatience of 
some of her readers. Both strands are valid parts of France's art. Her fiction
and her poetry-contains both the plain-speaking, apparently simple and harshly 
realistic voice, and the quieter, contemplative, elegaic voice. By and large, the 
first voice was praised in the novels and rejected in the poetry, where it was 
considered either too colloquial, or merely the adjunct of a woman trying to write 
as a man. The second voice was welcomed in her poetry, but rejected in her novels. 
Consequently, France had problems over 'voice' which made her art very insecure. 

France uses a sophisticated narrative method in The Race. Even if the form 
did arise from her feeling unable to write solely from a male point of view, the use 
of its alternating chapters focussing on the action of men at sea and the inaction 
of women on shore, creates an interweaving and brings variety of style and pace. 
D.0.W. Hall and Joan Stevens comment on the form of The Race. Joan Stevens 
writes of plot neatness: 'The men at sea and the womenfolk waiting for news at 
home are presented alternately day by day in a neat story'. Hall writes: 'The Race 
has a perfection of form in its contrast of action ... and inaction ... which makes 
it much more assured than most first novels' .3 The contrasting chapters reveal 
that France was drawn naturally to both impressionistic and realistic methods: 
the sea passages are vivid in their realism and their presentation of the physical, 
while the shore passages depend largely for their success on conveying thought 
and on excavating formative incidents which lie deep in the memory. France uses 
a similar method to Frame's in Owls Do Cry (1957), with alternating chapters of 
largely impressionist 'inner' chapters, and realistic action chapters; France arrived 
at this method independently of Frame and at about the same time, since she entered 

3Joan Stevens, 'Fiction' in An Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, edited by A.H. McLintock, 3 vols 
(Wellington: R.E. Owen Government Printer, 1966), II, 325-34 (pp.333, 323). 
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a chapter of The Race in a Landfall competition in 1956, by which time the finished 
manuscript was with her London publisher. 

The interweaving chapters demonstrate almost simultaneously the differing 
lives of men and women, and at a deeper level, the divergence and isolation of each 
life. Lawrence Jones writes that during the 1950s, existentialism with its creed 
of individual isolation and extinction in an uncaring universe began to appear as 
a concern in New Zealand novels.4 Alternating chapters exemplify graphically 
France's themes of distance, divergence, alienation, discontinuity, and instability. 
The reader is conscious of the group other than the one France is describing, almost 
as if she uses a sustaining pedal to keep already-played notes reverberating beneath 
the new phrases. Knowing what the 'other' set of characters is enduring sets up 
tension for readers, since we know more than the characters, and want to pass on 
the information they need. In the shifting world of dreams, the ground moves and 
we cannot cross it to reach the others, and when we call to them, they do not hear 
our voices. Human actions and desires seldom coincide, but no-one is free of the 
influence of others. 

The opening paragraph is a small masterpiece of compression in the manner of 
the opening to Katherine Mansfield's 'Prelude'! 

On the morning of Monday, 23rd January, twenty-two yachts left 
Wellington Harbour to race nearly two hundred miles down the coast 
of New Zealand to Lyttelton. Though the middle of summer, the 
morning was wet, cold and blustery, with dirty grey cloud hiding the 
hills, and a gusty wind out of the north-east. But in the boat harbour 
there was an air of confidence. The wind was fair for crossing the 
straits separating North and South Islands, and the forecast was for 
easterlies on the last part of the journey past Kaikoura. Nobody, it 
turned out later, had bothered to check the latest forecast for coastal 
shipping, though skippers were to state at the inquiry that had they 
received this forecast they would never have set out. But that was 
when ten lives had been lost, and two yachts, one without trace, apart 
from the damage sustained by tlie others, and the costliest rescue work 
ever undertaken by the government. (p.9) 

Not only does France provide necessary background fact, but the sixteen lines 
are a precis of the action segment of the book. Rather than spoil the dramatic 
effect of events to come, the foretaste heightens reader-expectation, and grips the 
attention as an adventure story should. But France shows her skill particularly in 

4 Jones, 'The Novel', p.170. 
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her clever use of tone. At the time she points to tragedy ahead, she is able, by using 
a terse, matter-of-fact tone, to prefigure a drop in tension-level when the drama is 
over, she uses the quasi-official register of an after-the-event government inquiry. 
Furthermore, this almost clinically-precise exposition suggests here is a writer well 
in command of her material and milieu. Old salts and armchair boaties could sit 
back knowing they were in good hands, even if they were a woman's hands. 

The women are present, standing about waiting, already in a state of suspended 
animation. France uses an omniscient third-person point of view, shifting at will 
from shore to sea, from character to character, with slight moves forwards in 
time (as in the first paragraph), or backwards to reveal things from the past which 
still preoccupy the characters. By the end of Chapter One, it is clear that Mary, 
the Skipper's wife, and Laurie rather than Alan the Skipper, are to be the main 
characters from whose point of view most of the events will be seen. As characters 
are revealed, we realize that France selected the pensive Laurie over pragmatic Alan 
to illustrate the dichotomy of thought and action, as well as to secure a character 
similar to herself, through whom she could be 'present' in the novel. Alan acts 
and seldom thinks. If he thought more and acted less, he might save himself and 
his family from his precipitate actions. Laurie, like Hamlet, thinks at the expense 
of action; this frailty creates anxiety for the woman who loves him, and creates 
self-doubt. Passages of stream of consciousness and free indirect thought are used 
as in: 

But he [Laurie] played with the thought idly. It didn't mean 
anything now, because in some deep part of him he had willed it not 
to. This was only the beginning, and he was calm, with a detachment of 
thought that surprised himself .... if one disliked a cabin-mate, Laurie 
thought, it might not be too comfortable. Con was all right, though. 
He was bluff and hearty, and he meant well. He had to be taken at 

~ ~~ 

Alan's thoughts, such as we share, are about practical matters: 

How do I know, thought Alan in despair, if she's leaking badly? 
How can I tell? And if she is, Bob is unconscious, the direction finder 
is tom from its mooring, and the face of the radio is smashed. We 
have no outside contact. 

With a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach he realized, we are in 
a mess, perhaps a bad mess, and we are quite alone. 

(pp.123-24) 
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Only in the passages of inner monologue do Mary and Laurie approach elo
quence. Restraint created by person-to-person discourse is thrown off, and the 
mind is liberated to explore a range of thought and feeling: 

How strange it is that life does not move us more, thought Mary. So 
many of the big moments come and go, and are scarcely recognized. 
Or we shut them away deliberately, and talk about such things as our 
favourite dinners. 

(p.13) 

Conversation among the men is abbreviated, laconic, understated: 

Alan remained at the wheel for two hours. Laurie came out to him, 
staggering. 
'What's the matter?' 
'Nothing, I'm O.K.' 
'Sure?' 
'Quite sure.' 
'All right below?' 
'I think so. Bilge seems all right. Everyone's asleep.' 
'You know,' said Alan, 'I think it's easing.' 

(p.160) 

For the 'truth' in this exchange, read the opposite: 'I'm not all right, in fact I'm 
barely hanging together. It's a complete shambles below. They've all passed out, 
lucky sods. Easing? You must be bloody mad! We're all going to die.' 

If language fails to cope with the metaphysical, it is harnessed effectively for 
the physical. Alan has a skipper's command of the imperative: 

'Now,' said Alan. He settled at the wheel. The sheets were 
taut, the rigging hummed, the sails beat faintly with an indefinable 
rhythm. 'Now. You will all get into dry clothes. The driest you have, 
anyway .... 

' ... And tell Bob that's an order. Laurie, how are your hands? Let's 
see them.' 

But the gloves were stuck fast to the raw flesh. They would need 
to be soaked off. 

'Well, soak them off, good God. Do something. No, wait. Change 
your clothes first. Then get the gloves off. I'll fix your hands and 
bandage them. Can you change?' 

(p.167) 
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The crisis of Con going overboard provokes Laurie into speech which seeks to go 
beyond the basic, and to establish a dialogue which would destroy the pattern the 
men have evolved. Alan resists this, for it would put him beyond his element and 
out of control; as words fail him, he turns to physical action to carry his message, 
and ironically, the intimate act of healing becomes a distancing act in which Alan 
restores the old safe equilibrium: 

'But I did push him overboard! And I didn't care, at the time! I 
didn't care what I did!' 

'Look, Laurie.' Alan was growing angry again. 'Hysterical fool 
_.!QQ~~~re, nobody else in the crew could have saved him: :-:-:so"' 

shut up to hell about all this and forget it!' 
·~· • .. He took one of Laurie's hands, roughly, and began to bandage it. 

Laurie winced. His head was aching now, intolerably, and he was 
filled with shame at having broken down in front of Alan .... 

Alan finished the bandaging. It was rough, but clean. There were 
no more gloves aboard, for protection, but they would soon be home. 
Alan pushed Laurie below, none too gently, told Pete to give him some 
aspirin and see that he went to bed, and turned to take the wheel. 

(p.170) 

Women have few more verbal skills than the men, but whereas the men are 
vigorous in what they say, the women are withdrawn, and every utterance comes 
from such depths that the effort to deliver is almost too much: comments emerge 
in a minor key, hang briefly in the air, and fade. What is said is the ice-berg tip, 
and France requires her readers to read the submerged text, a skill not understood 
by some of her readers: 

'-Mary?' 
'Yes?' 
'Do you think-do you think-' 
'I'm sure they're all right. They must be.' 
There was silence. 
'Go to bed now, Birdie. I'll see you in the morning.' 
'Good night.' 
Mary replaced the receiver gently, as though it were something 

explosive. 
(p.92) 

The crisis precipitates an exchange between Beatrice [Laurie's girlfriend] and 
Mary. They almost speak freely and honestly, even if in shortened utterances 
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pregnant with submerged dialogue. But in the end, the effort is too great, and they 
evade a real encounter. This is one of the 'tea and worry sessions' that annoyed 
Lawrence Baigent-'the flat transcription of irrelevant incidents and commonplace 
conversations, [which] however true to life' made for tedious reading.5 France 
draws attention not to what is said, but to the depths of what cannot be said; flat 
and commonplace it may be, but it is a feature of the inarticulate society France 
portrays: 

Then [Beatrice] said, in a voice so stripped and bare that there was 
nothing studied, no intended effect, 'I wanted to marry him.' 

'Were you engaged, then?' Mary sat down. She felt confused. 
The real Beatrice under the outer layers was hard to distinguish. 

'He hasn't asked me.' She paused. 'I thought he might do, soon.' 
'Look here,' said Mary, 'everyone seems to take it for granted 

they're-I mean, it's silly to think this is the end of everything.' 
'How do you know it isn't?' 
'How do you know it is? When they come back he will ask you to 

marry him.' 
'I won't wait for that. Not after this. I'll ask him myself.' She 

sounded as though she meant it. 
It takes, thought Mary, so little of elemental fear to strip the 

niceties ... and wondered what to say. 
' ... Look, I'm sorry. I didn't meant [sic] to talk to you like this.' 
'It is not,' said Mary, 'a time for polite social exchange. We are in 

the raw, somewhat.' 
Beatrice stood up, and just then Birdie came back with the tray, 

and fresh tea. 
'Sit down,' she said, and Beatrice assumed at once the poise of an 

iceberg. 
'It's. very kind of you, but I must go now.' 

(pp.144--45) 

Carrying the weight of all this submerged emotion and unspoken dialogue, 
distorts personality. Ruth France is particularly skilful at conveying in her writing 
the passion beneath the surface. She recognized the symptoms in herself: 'I feel 
like a suppressed volcano', she wrote to Brasch (3 February 1965). She noted 
the passion Sylvia Ashton-Warner was able to employ in Incense to Idols (1960), 
though she knew that she could not have written such a book. But her mind was 

5Baigent, review of The Race, 177. 
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at the same time working on an idea for a novel: 'Though possibly, one day, the 
story of a passionate woman when she is grown old, and is no longer wanted'. 6 

Unsatisfactory exchanges between people were to be regretted: during a holiday 
in Nelson, she met many new people-

... which I always enjoy, though one's conversations at Table are often 
annoyingly scrappy. Such as the one with the man who seemed to 
have been everywhere and done everything, including living in the 
Sahara desert. Yet I never got round to asking him point-blank what 
he does and why he was there.7 

France used dramatic moments as catalysts for revelations of self, if only to oneself, 
rather than to other people who are rarely on the same wave-length: 

I've often thought of the way the rubbing and rawness of everyday 
life is necessary to bring out the deepest in all of us, in fact I've 
been thinking lately ... that probably the awkward and shut-in person 
is the most rewarding kind in the finish, if he can be reached and can 
communicate. 8 

Suppressed passion comes out in France's writing style. The vigour of the 
sea-storm passages W<lS noted by readers of The Race, but France uses vigorous 
language in the 'quieter' passages, suggesting suppressed storms. Here she again 
resembles Mansfield, who used strong verbs to convey violent energy. Mansfield 
in 'The Escape' writes: 

They swung down the road that fell into a small valley, skirted the sea 
coast at the bottom of it, and then coiled over a gentle ridge on the 
other side. Now there were houses again, blue-shuttered against the 
heat, with bright burning gardens, with geranium carpets flung over 
the pinkish walls. The coast-line was dark; on the edge of the sea 
a white silky fringe just stirred. The carriage swung down the hill, 
bumped and shook.9 

Here is France, on a similar journey: 

6France, letter to McEldowney, 13 January 1962, MC. 
7Ibid, 13 January 1962. 
8Ibid, 12 October 1960. 
9The Stories of Katherine Mansfield ed. Antony Alpers (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1984 ), 
pp.348-49. 
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As the bus swung out of the city she [Mary] grew more than ever 
conscious of the weather. The first part of the journey skirted the upper 
harbour, and here the south wind and the dun-coloured sea battered the 
shore. A few gulls screamed below the heavy cloud that blotted out 
most of the harbour, and the ships in Rotten Row, rusty and derelict, 
swung uneasily at anchor. (The Race, pp.31-32) 

One of France's strengths is her use of streams of consciousness. As well as 
a convenient way of allowing the author access to Laurie's mind while he is at 
sea in The Race, it seems to be a natural tool for France, and one she relies more 
on in Ice Cold River, with its emphasis on inner rather than outer struggles. She 
is more skilled in the use of it than in the recording of interchanges of spoken 
dialogue. The flexibility of the technique to move back and forth in a non-logical, 
natural pursuit of the human mind is attractive to women writers who have been 
trained to silence and deference. Freedom of expression is restricted to the mind. 
Capturing the mind's haphazard course in fiction is often easier than plotting spoken 
conversation. Chapter Five of Ice Cold River demonstrates France's skill. Julie 
wakes on Christmas morning, and as her husband-her one sheet-anchor-is still 
asleep, she mulls over her past life and speculates on the future. Her disturbed state 
is suggested by the shapes of the patterns she makes out of shadows on the wall: 
'formless objects hung, corpses of what? among the moving images of leaves and 
branches' (p.95). She remembers times her husband reassured her, other times 
when a doctor sought to understand her moods of near-madness, and times when 
she turned to 'her grandmother, Aunt Mary, her father, anyone who seemed to 
stand rock-like ... ' (p.96). Dawn lightens the sky, and her mind moves forward to 
imagine the harvest on Uncle Joseph's farm, and back to earlier harvests when she 
was a young girl. The effect of a rapid succession of jabbing images is achieved 
by asyndeton: 

Stooking oats. Trying to keep up with Laura and the binder, 
stumbling on the harsh stubble, working until her scratched arms felt 
raw from wrist to elbow. Lift a heavy sheaf under each arm, jam 
the heads together, drop them into place without the whole stook 
collapsing. The first two must stand under their own weight, make a 
foundation. 

(p.97) 

Thought-trails move at will, paragraphs may be linked only tangentially. The 
profound passes into the absurd: 
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[Uncle Joseph] too remained in her memory as someone who never 
wasted anything. Speech, or emotion. 

Or a piece of wire, for that matter. (p.98) 

Letting out suppressed emotion is dangerous: Henry Lewis in Ice Cold River 
lashes the family with his unresolved inner rages. Aunt Mary bangs about the 
kitchen, and her bonfire to consume the vestiges of her hated mother ranks in 
family legend as a topic of awe. The violence of the river in flood is a metaphor for 
the violence within the family, and France uses the 'cannibal' imagery of devouring 
which critics have noted in Mansfield. France describes the wave of water hitting 
the house: 

... quite suddenly, the lake of water seemed to lift itself, hurled itself 
over the garden and against the house in a wave that thumped as 
did a blasting operation at a distance. Immediately the house was 
surrounded, and the wave went on, eating up the fields with rapid teeth 
of dirty foam, in which sticks and grass and debris turned over, were 
engulfed, and reappeared in an endless sucking whirlpool. (Ice Cold 
River, pp.147-48) 

The quiet, introverted Laurie explodes in the crisis at sea, pushing Con overboard. 
Knowing that was how he reacted in a crisis, breaks down his barriers: 

He felt again the shock of the icy water in which he struggled, the 
terrible wrenching at his arms, as one held on to Con and one to the 
coaming. And suddenly his knees turned to jelly and gave under him, 
and he put the unfinished plate of porridge in the sink, and clawed his 
way forward to the shelter, the uneasy anchorage of his bunk in the 
forepeak. (The Race, p.159) 

The 'flow of memory' process France tries to capture is likened by Julie to 
the loosening and rolling out of 'an old film taken from a cupboard, pictures clear 
cut and distinct, one after another' (p.98). The metaphor is apt. Julie cannot be 
free of the past because the film stays rolled up within her: 'But the film unrolled 
relentlessly, and she saw in clear, sharp-focussed pictures herself and Uncle Joseph 
setting out that morning to tend the sheep in the distant pasture' (p.99). Here the 
'film' takes on a nightmarish quality, as she remembers finding herself alone and 
lost, running to find Uncle Joseph, and seeing him struggling into his trousers, a 
'naked girl lying on a rough coat . . . laughing, insolent, fair hair falling over a 
clear, beautiful face' (p.102). Images mixed as in bad dreams follow one upon the 
other: 
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'Get out!' said Uncle Joseph harshly. He made as though to strike 
her. 'Get out!' But he tripped and fell, and this time the girl laughed 
aloud. Her name was Beulah, and she had given Julie cream puffs 
three days before. 

(lee Cold River, p.102) 

And so 'the whole of life unfolds again .... in order to make sense' (p.103). The 
past must be accepted as unalterable, and one moves on. But such is the working 
of the human mind that what was clear to Julie on page 103, has already become 
murky by page 107: ' ... she rubbed her face in a tired way and thought it was 
quite impossible to decide anything concrete about love, and life, and everything 
else. It was much too difficult'. Without doubt, she had experienced a feeling of 
being 'intensely alive' that morning, as if coming 'to a halting place, and, looking 
about with new eyes, saw the familiar as fresh ... much less touched or trodden' 
(p.108). But she is still 'caught up in such force, the strong dark flow which runs 
in the land itself and in the river ... '. It is not a sustaining force, but one which 
threatens to drown or obliterate her (p.109). There are no permanent truths to hold: 
brief glimpses fade. The ebb and flow of forces in the mind is linked to the ebb 
and flow of the Waimakariri. It is part of France's theme that humanity is tied to 
the land, and behaviour has been determined by the nature of the land itself. 

There are weaknesses in Ice Cold River. It is hard to escape the uncharitable 
thought that the main weakness of the book is the lack of a strong central character: 
Julie is too limp to live. At times her inadequacies try the patience, as when she 
suspects her husband of being attracted to Sheila. She finds her own behaviour 
cowardly and pitiful at times. Her sister thinks she is neurotic and won't face up to 
things. Her reliance on motherhood as a means of cementing her marriage and of 
convincing her fecund mother and sisters that she is 'normal' may have been valid 
in 1961, but is does not stand well as a panacea in the 1990s. Although France 
shows Julie's faults, she seems in the end to approve of her more than of any other 
character, and we are not sure that France has recognized her faults as we have. 
Frank Sargeson writes that the reader of any serious novel always understands, 
even if implicitly, how the novelist has judged his or her characters, and the reader 
may not share that judgement: Sargeson disagreed with Courage's approval of Mrs 
Warner in The Fifth Child.10 Although we may acknowledge that some people are 
weak, and may agree that if novels portray life, then the tremulous should be given 
central fictional roles along with the heroes and trail-blazers, the feeling lingers 
that France did not appreciate fully how lacking in strength Julie is. The only roles 

10Frank Sargeson, review of The Fifth Child, Landfall, 3, 1 (March 1949), 72-73 (p.73). 
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Julie imagines for herself are wife and mother-roles which we see do not suit her, 
and in the end only help her to evade truths about her plight. 

Yet these judgements of Julie's weakness are made from a 1990s perspective, 
from a time when female roles have widened and a woman's right to greater inde
pendence than that offered in the 1950s and 1960s is conceded on most fronts. In 
retrospect, a trend may be seen for women novelists such as France, Frame, Duck
worth, and Margaret Sutherland to present 'anti-heroines'-fictional women who 
were prosaic, fragile, and unstable, unhappy with their lot, yet unable to pin-point 
exactly what the trouble was, and unable to improve their circumstances. Patrick 
Evans notes that Duckworth created heroines in A Gap in the Spectrum (1959) and 
A Barbarous Tongue (1963) 'whose instability destablised the fictions in which 
they appeared' .11 Ashton-Warner subverted the traditional provincial novel with 
unusual female characters who shocked 'society'; Frame showed up the inadequa
cies of language to record female experience.12 Sutherland's The Love Contract 
(1976) evoked from the reviewer, Kirsty Cochrane, some of the same responses 
which had been directed at France over her treatment of women in both novels, fif
teen and eighteen years before. Cochrane found the husband and wife in the novel 
'rather too ordinary to be interesting'. In particular, the wife's inadequacies and 
problems ' ... are too boringly related to arouse a reader's sympathetic attention, 
despite the general accuracy of the picture'. The problem, said Cochrane, was one 
of tone: the author was unsure about the distance she should put between herself 
and her character, and thus failed to achieve 'an ironic detachrnent'.13 This sounds 
very similar to Baigent on The Race: 'the flat transcriptions of irrelevant incidents 
and commonplace conversations, however true to life, makes for tedious reading'; 
to Taylor on Ice Cold River: 'domestic encounters simply amass like ash from a 
paper fire', with not enough authorial ironic detachment; to 'Anon' (The Press) on 
the same novel: too many domestic matters and the women over-emotional as if 
going down on the Titanic. 14 It may be that France was writing out of a world-weary 
mood concerning the human, and most particularly the female plight; it was the 
tail-end of an era for women during which the male was pre-eminent, and women 
as 'other' effaced self for the greater good of the family, and immediately preceded 
what is now seen as the second phase of the women's liberation movement which 
began in the early 1970s. Writing from a mood of exhaustion about the human 

11Evans, Penguin History, p.266. 
12Ibid, pp.264-65. 
13Kirsty Cochrane, review of The Love Contract by Margaret Sutherland in Landfall, 31, 1 (March 

1977), 89-90 (p.90). 
14Baigent, Landfall, 13, 2 (June 1959), 176-78; Taylor, Comment, 3, 4 (July 1962), 35-6; Anon, 

The Press, 23 December 1961. 
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plight, by authors-France and Sutherland-who are victims of that exhaustion, 
does not seem to have been a suitable vantage-spot to see the whole thing with 
ironic detachment, as some of their critics required them to do. Options, fresh 
ideas, any notion of progress, had evaporated. Evans' idea of unstable heroines 
destabilising the novel form-and family and society in a wider sense-seems the 
right one. 

Some of France's secondary characters are stereotypes and two-dimensional, 
suggesting she had trouble creating life-like characters in any other mould than 
her own. Teresa and Sophie are conventional 'mother-hen' women with no lives 
independent of their husbands and children. Kate is the aging spinster, threatening 
to fall apart. Aunt Mary is the old maid. In The Race, the women with the exception 
of Mary, are narrowly conceived. At sea, the men other than Alan and Laurie, are 
merely crew or ballast to make up numbers. Children in both novels are brittle 
creations; their conversation is embarrassingly 'cute': 

'Aunt Julie, we're going in a big, big ship. And in a naeroplane.' 
'I know, Bobbie.' 
'A naeroplane cross-across Merica.' 
'America, silly.' 
'America. A naeroplane across America.' 
'No, Bobbie. An aeroplane across America.' 

(Ice Cold River p.113) 

France is not as skilful in presenting spoken conversation as she is in conveying 
the flow of unspoken thought. In the crisis on board yacht, France's clipped, short
hand exchanges are ideal for the situation and for the men she portrays, but in Ice 
Cold River, the dialogue sounds stilted and flat: 

'What do we do now?' The women stood about, uncertain. 
Thomas and Hugh were running about the yards, setting the hens 
free, bringing fruit from the outhouse. 

'The hay!' said Henry, gesticulating on the steps. 'The hay will 
be ruined!' 

'There's no help for it,' said Kate. 
Aunt Mary stood in the middle of the living room. 
'Dinner is ready,' she said. 'I am bringing it in.' 
'That's a good idea,' said Esther. 'We'll have dinner, and then 

perhaps the flood will be over.' 
(p.147) 
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Too much weight of the conversation is left to be carried by authorial inter
polations, as in the above passage, 'said Henry\ gesticulating', and in the follow
ing: 'said Benjie, astonished', 'Henry roared',(Julie faltered', 'placated Esther', 
'trembled Julie', 'said Aunt Mary, flustered', 'complained Jane', and 'said Teresa 
hopelessly'. France prevents a flow of conversatiqn by often breaking an utterance 
into two parts, as in: 

• 'You can put up with it,' she said, 'for one day.' (p. l) 

• 'I hope,' said Sophie dramatically, 'you haven't brought anything that re
quires packing.' (p.116) 

• 'Don't you think,' said Kate, rummaging, 'that some of you could clean up 
the mess?' (p.186) 

Her style is often clumsy and flat, with pedantic use of commas which further 
breaks up the flow: 

• For Thomas, aware that Julie, in this cauldron-seething house of her relatives, 
was becoming more and more lost to him, for no cause he could fathom, the 
sight of her with Sally in her arms was a touching one. Julie, he called to 
her, silently, but not once did she look in his direction, or give a sign, even 
that she knew he existed. (p.184) 

• In the quiet room they were, it seemed, in the eye of a hurricane. There they 
waited, knowing that the storm must continue, yet dreading the fact, and 
unwilling to go out, unarmed, to meet it. (p.195) 

• She was, she felt, wrung dry and flaccid, like a cleaning cloth. (p.220) 

These faults suggest amateurishness. It is as if France listened at school when 
her teachers taught the punctiliousness of punctuation; often her writing conveys 
a sense that she is trying to write 'good' English, to win approval from the worthy 
women of Christchurch Girls' High School who may still be looking over her 
shoulder. France is a product of the school of English-teaching which decreed 
that 'fine' writing required each noun to be enhanced by an adjective (or two), and 
each verb to be assisted by an adverb. Sentences were constructed by a process of 
accretion, not a paring down. Consequently, France leans towards the rococo, the 
rhetorical flourish, and the purple passage: 

• The voices clanged about her, assaulting her ears, her head, breaking down 
her defences, all that stood between her and the attacking world shattered 
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away, so that her cringing senses were naked before the hammer blows of 
words, of hates, of fears. (p.186) 

• It was almost dark. It was surprising to find, now that the eyes ranged 
further than the side of the ship with its clamour of people, of mail bags 
and luggage hoisted in nets until the last moment, of gangways suddenly 
lowered, leaving the ship islanded and lonely, a chasm splitting beneath the 
feet where now began the enormous pounding of propellers and agony of 
threshed-to-white water-it was surprising to find how night had come to the 
harbour; hills a black loom above, water a dark silk confused and shot with 
light, for light blinded; light in the shell-like houses on the hills; powerful 
arc lights in the railway yards, which cut the night in fantastic intermingling 
shapes, incredibly beautiful; lights flowering on the wharves, the cranes, 
the ships, penetrating the dark comers of the anchorage, where trawlers and 
fishing boats and yachts slept peacefully in rows like pale moths upon the 
water; lights and navigation signals girdling and guarding the arms of the 
breakwaters, the reef in the outer harbour; and light pricking from every 
crevice in the ferry steamer, a jewelled scarab, as she swung through the 
moles and moved swiftly towards the outer dark, a region where no light 
shone, not even twinkling of stars, nothing but blackness and loneliness and 
wind-swept spaces. (pp.252-53) 

These are faults of an immature writer, one who has not found her own voice, 
but follows a conventional school for safety. She ends lee Cold River with a 
romantic flourish which, in the cinema, would have the violins playing loudly. 
There is an unfortunate echo of the death-bed of Lord Nelson: 

'Kiss me, Julie.' It was as though he were asking for more than 
that As though he were asking for a great deal. 

She knew she would always give him whatever he asked of her. 
He held her close, in the darkness, and then they came down off the 
hills, and into the city. 

(p.257) 

The best that may be said of Ruth France's novel-writing ability is that she 
.__ showed signs of Q!.Omise. When she cuts loose of convention and writes simply, 

as in her 'interior' passages, she shows her own voice and writes with genuine, 
unforced power. Her themes were large and important ones. She could tell an 
exciting tale. While her ear for spoken conversation let her down and the result was 
usually flat, she showed a fine ear for the inner dialogue of troubled minds. She 
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could recreate characters similar to herself (Mary, Laurie, Julie), but she lacked the 
imagination to step inside other character-types, and they remain two-dimensional. 
Again, if she resisted the tendency to over-write, France portrayed the New Zealand 
scene, particularly the seascapes and river-plains of Canterbury, with a sensitive 
and perceptive eye. While The Race with its focus on the sea captures an element 
deep in the psyche of most New Zealanders, Ice Cold River is a novel of one region, 
presenting in vivid form the interweaving of people and landscape. 

France was also good at showing the inter-family struggles beneath many 
New Zealand roofs. She deserves praise for refusing to 'touch up', or bring to 
conventional resolution for the sake of plot neatness, the rather mundane activities 
of daily life, as Joan Stevens observed. In this courageous stand, she offers a more 
'realistic' portrayal of life than some of her contemporaries of the realist school. 
France was less selective of incident, preferring instead the wider spectrum, the 
larger 'slice of life', even if it risked some boredom for her readers; daily life is 
often dull. She felt this view to be truer to the lives of women. France wrote 
from known material: her own life, her own relations, the province where she was 
born, lived, and died, and situations she had lived through. While this provides the 
strengths of authenticity and sincerity, it also was restricting. France lacked faith 
in her imagination to work beyond herself, or her own life as centre of focus. Very 
likely she had reached the limits of fictional creativity; she had run out of 'suitable 
events' around which to hang a novel. The psychological novel might very well 
have been her forte, had she found a bridge to take her beyond the Provincial 
novel with its emphasis on realism and into the Post-Provincial novel with its 
greater awareness of inner realities and its acknowledgement of impressionism. 
But France received insufficient positive affirmation from the marketplace for her 
to carry on with novels like Ice Cold River. Bridges between the two modes took 
time to find-Marilyn Duckworth was 'silent' between 1969 and 198415-and 
France had no more time. 

Here I must tie France more closely to the writing climate of the day. It is 
tempting to say baldly that she lacked imagination, and with her two big topics 
~p. sfie was wnften out Asirasoeen shown, David Hall felt that France did 
not need the big event of the flood and there was enough in Ice Cold River without 
it; she and Holcroft disagreed, and saw the flood as central. True, it does bring 
Julie to a moment of self-knowledge, and it might explain in part the extraordinary 
insecurity of the Lewis family. But Hall was probably right; there was enough 
there already; how much 'plot' France added to please her publisher cannot now 
be known, but we have her word for it that this was the sort of novel she wanted to 

15Jones, 'The Novel', p.171. 
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write. From the workings of the mind, she might have found fresh material, had 
she been encouraged to do so from more critics, readers, and publishers. As it was 
not forthcoming, France did not find 'Faith in one's form of expression' which she 
felt was needed to survive bitter rejection.16 France wrote to Brasch on the subject 
of artistic integrity versus the market: 

Although experience is universal, personal vision is not, and very 
difficult to share. We are all terribly locked up in our own minds. And 
there's often the time lag before the audience catches up .... But isn't 
there this difficulty on the part of the artist, that if his interpretation 
of life is too private he will never be understood. Most artists feel 
compelled to follow their own integrity, in fact can't seem to do 
otherwise, but then where does the audience come in? An audience 
is necessary for the fulfilment of any art, but most artists scorn to 
work with this in mind. They must offer their own version of truth, 
audiences interpret according to their own version, and no human 
seems capable of reaching the essence, or the mean. 17 

After the lukewarm reception of Ice Cold River, France became 'market
driven', and tried to respond to the climate of the day. It takes a strong-minded 
writer such as Frame or Ashton-Warner to carry on regardless of the marketplace. 
France's nature was at all times diffident and self-effacing. Furthermore, as a 
wife and mother she put family before self, unlike most successful women writers 
who have usually lacked children (Frame, Mansfield), had domestic help or a 
domesticated husband (Ashton-Warner), or waited until their children had grown 
up (Lauris Edmond); she felt guilty at 'wasting' time on writing which should be 
spent on her family, especially when she was earning so little from it. She wrote 
to McEldowney on several occasions about her guilt: 

• Your letter came most opportunely, when I was coping with a 'flu-stricken 
family. Any contact with writing at those times has a marvellously restoring 
effect, which, all the same, can give me a guilt complex. I feel I should be 
like John Summer's [sic] wife, who has seven children, helps her husband 
with his bookshop business, and types all his writing. (8 June 1959) 

• Spring is the time when I try to do everything I've left undone so that after 
Christmas I may be able to write. But when I'm not writing life seems to 
have little point (though that gives me an awful feeling of guilt).... (25 
November 1959) 

16France, 'Sanguine Temperament', 19. 
17France, letter to Brasch, 16 January [1951], LC. 
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• ... when I retreat into my writing world it is with a sense of guilt I wonder 
if men experience to the same degree. But, being committed, I do withdraw. 
The matter seems out of my hands, or is that merely an excuse? (9 June 
1960) 

• I own to middle-aged restlessness, wanting to do all the things I haven't been 
able, before it is too late. Seeing the other side of the world, and going to 
University. But I'm still tied, by my own family, and by my parents. And 
I owe so much to my husband. I thought I was going to earn some money, 
in return for all the time I've spent at writing, instead of looking after my 
family. (5 March 1963) 

Marilyn Duckworth was experiencing similar feelings as a housewife, mother 
of young children, and writer in the 1960s: 

But by the third novel [1963] I was really feeling the conflict between 
living a family life and trying to get a book written. By that stage 
my children were old enough to need me more, and so I was riddled 
with the guilt thing that women writers have .... your kids are there 
all the time making you feel guilty. . . . I think it's a difficult thing 
for a woman to be a writer because it requires putting her needs first 
and so it goes against all her female conditioning that tells her she 
should do all the other more important things first before sitting down 
and writing. I used to think I was being very selfish wanting to shut 
myself away and write. And that was reinforced by people's attitudes 
which implied that you were indulging yourself in a little hobby and 
neglecting the real things-which of course in a sense I was.18 

The clash between a domestic life and a writing life was doubtless a cause of what 
Joan Stevens recognized in 1961, the phenomenon of the promising writer (male 
and female) who does not develop further: 'For too long the typical fate of a New 
Zealand noveiist was to put forth one or two shoots, find the weather inclement, 
and fail to "become established" '. 19 

It is easy to think these embryonic novelists were not true writers at all, that 
the world has lost nothing by their withdrawal. Genius, as France observed of 
Shakespeare, 'lies outside time and place, and makes its own opportunity' .20 But 

18Marilyn Duckworth, interview with Sue Kedgley in Our Own Country: Leading New Zealand 
Women Writers Talk About Their Writing and Their Lives (Auckland: Penguin, 1989), pp.111-132 
(pp.117, 120). 

19Joan Stevens (1961), p.95. 

:wFrance, 'The Sanguine Temperament', 20. 
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most writers, including some of the best, must follow a more practical path of 
'making themselves' into writers; writing is a learned craft. Rachel McAlpine 
described the learning process: 'You have to learn every single aspect of writing 
by doing it, for real, over and over again'. 21 

Sargeson and Curnow are writers whom Patrick Evans sees as having made 
themselves into writers gradually, by a process of will and experimentation. In the 
1940s, Curnow was 'a young man still in the process of making himself, slowly 
and with difficulty, into a poet ... '.22 At the same time Curnow was creating the 
right climate to receive his poetry, by preparing the ground with his critical writing, 
and by his pioneering work as anthologiser in shaping poetic taste. By making the 
tradition, he could fit his own work into it, and it would look good. Sargeson knew 
himself not to be a 'born' writer: 

Sometimes I have thought that without a good deal of 'natural' 
ability nobody should attempt to write. And yet I had myself no 
such ability and everything over many years had to be learned. . . . I 
discovered in time my own remedies for lack of native ability .... 23 

Evans, who calls a sub-section of his book 'Making Sargeson', traces Sargeson 
beginning to write unpublishable novels in Galsworthian style, gradually trans
forming himself into a writer of short stories, a category which had few competing 
practitioners at the time. Luck was on his side, says Evans, in that his first period 
of productivity coincided with the era of Tomorrow and the left-wing, writing-for
the-people dogmas of H. Winston Rhodes. It coincided also with a world-wide 
upsurge in left-wing writing: John Lehmann's Penguin New Writing published 
some early Sargeson stories. Thus Sargeson was in the right genre at the right 
tirne.24 

Sargeson believed a writer has his work validated through publication. Ruth 
Dallas reports that Sargeson said to her: ' ... if writers did not see their work pub
lished they would not write, as it was publication that gave them satisfaction ... '. 
She disagrees: ' ... for me, satisfaction came, not from seeing my work published, 
but from overcoming a difficult problem, and ... I found it hard to take an interest 
in it when it was finished. He [Sargeson] met that with disbelief'.25 Dallas's view 
seems somewhat mandarin, but Brasch took a similar line, believing that the artist 

21 Rachel McAlpine, interview with Sue Kedgley, op.cit., pp.71-86 (p.85). 
22Evans, Penguin History, p.105. 

Z3Sargeson, Sargeson, p.205. 
24Evans, Penguin History, pp.124, 132-33. 
25Ruth Dallas, Curved Horizon, p.115. 
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worked in front, drawing the masses behind him, the 'educated minorities' first: 
'. . . aesthetic judgments are made, not by universal suffrage at a single election, 
but by the slow crystallization of the taste of educated minorities'. The artist should 
not look for immediate approval, or his standard would be lowered, but rather must 
press on regardless of audience size; Brasch implies that publication is necessary, 
however.26 Rachel McAlpine shared Sargeson's view: 

Being published is a great spur. You can't improve unless you do get 
published, in fact. One thing is cleared out of the way psychologically 
so you can get on with the next. And your readers then expect you to 
write something better than the last work, and so you try.27 

And again: 'It's actually getting published that makes people into poets ... '.28 

Ruth France believed the writer could not work in a vacuum, ignoring public 
opinion, and filling drawers with unpublished manuscripts: ' ... the incentive to 
creativity lapses. If one can't get one's work published what sense is there in filling 
a desk with work that nobody else is likely to be interested in when one is gone?'. 
She envied Janet Frame having the support of Sargeson early in her career; hearing 
that Sargeson had 'persuaded' Frame's new novel away from her for publication, 
France wrote: 

... how nice for her to have someone to do it, and to chaperon her 
work. I've always had to do my own battling-and battling it is. 
At times I grow very tired of it. Do you sometimes wonder how 
many geniuses have been lost to the world because of too retiring 
temperaments, when there was no one to coax them along?29 

In the climate of the 1960s, it is hard to see France writing further novels had 
she lived. Very likely she would have joined a group of women dissuaded from 
further fiction writing when they were in middle-age: Jane Mander published her 
last novel at 41, and lived to 72; Blanche Baughan published nothing after age 
46, though she lived to 88; and E.S. Grossman published last at 47, and died at 
68. Lawrence Jones, drawing on Dorothea Turner's critical biography of Mander, 
writes that commercial success is a factor in a writer's perception of self-worth, and 

26Charles Brasch, 'Notes', Landfall, 8, 1 (March 1954), 4. 

Z7Rachel McAlpine, interview with Sue Kedgley, op.cit., p.85. 
28Rachel McAlpine, conversation with Harry Ricketts in Talking About Ourselves: Twelve New 

7.ealand Poets in Conversation with Harry Ricketts (Wellington: Mallinson Rendel, 1986), 31-41 
(p.32). 

29France letters to McEldowney, 21 June 1963, 12 October 1960, MC. 
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Mander stopped writing because New Zealand 'did not give her the audience or the 
intellectual sustenance she needed to continue as a novelist', and unsympathetic 
newspaper reviews dissuaded her from fiction writing.30 

, 

Furthermore, it is unlikely France would have gone on to write acclaimed 
novels because she offered her readers no sustaining positive myth about the plight 
of humanity. Rosy-tinted spectacles were not for her: she looked out with a 
pessimistic eye, truthful to 'reality' as she saw it. This was not a view attractive to 
the ethos of novel-writing at the time. It was shown in Chapter Three that H.W. 
Rhodes was an important advocate of optimism, believing writers should affirm 
life, showing 'a reverence for life and the true values of life', to counterbalance 
the rot of a Western society in the grip of a destructive 'death impulse'.31 The 
founding impulse of New Zealand had been to create a better society than that left 
behind in Europe, and while the Depression of the 1930s showed to thinkers of the 
day that this attempt had gone seriously awry, hope still existed that society might 
be redeemed. Writers and readers preferred the neat, life-affirming ending, and if 
not very neat, at least with some glimmer of hope. While her contemporaries, such 
as Sargeson, Mulgan, Frame, and Ashton-Warner were harsh on New Zealand life, 
showing the failure of the new society, those writers were, in the end optimistic. 
Somewhere they offered hope of a better way; it was not too late. Frame and 
Ashton-Warner believed that amidst the philistinism, there was space for the lonely 
artist to survive. They constructed myths of the the artist as superior being, remote 
from the masses, carrying the torch of a better way. It is essentially an aristocratic 
view; the artist dissociates herself from the contaminated masses to maintain her 
pure vision. Evans writes of Frame: 'No one has based her writing in such a 
thoroughgoing rejection of the daily life of her own country as Frame ... '; even 
in the 1988 novel, The Carpathians, Evans sees that 'its author still feels herself 
to be in the wrong place'.32 Writings about and by Ashton-Warner document her 
loathing for New Zealand and New Zealanders. For writers or creative people 
in any medium, the superiority of the artistic vision is an avenue of hope and 
validates the lonely stand. Frame and Ashton-Warner have had their artistic battles 
validated by history. It seems not to have occurred to either that their stance was 

30Lawrence Jones, 'The Novel', p.124; Dorothea Turner, Jane Mander (New York: Twayne Pub
lishers, Inc, 1972). 

31Barrowman, p.55. 
32Evans, Penguin History, pp.195, 198. In a review of The Edge of the Alphabet, Thomas Crawford 

draws attention to Frame's failure to see that 'Thora Pattern's attitudes and pronouncements are 
tinged with arrogance and spiritual pride', and that behind the 'real Chicks' (of Owls Do Cry) 
there are 'umealized potentialities behind their petty suburbanite selfishness' (Landfall, 17, 2 (June 
1963), 192-195 (p.193)). 
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arrogant or wrong, and that they might have been more humane and democratic to 
ally themselves with their fellows, and write out of faith in their common, shared 
humanity. Toe faults of the world are not Frame's or Ashton-Warner's faults. Most 
readers and writers seem glad of it Perfection is still possible. 

Sargeson and Mulgan confonn to the pattern established by left-wing social 
concern of the 1930s. Tuey detached themselves from the flawed middle-class 
in which they were reared, and constructed their myths of salvation within the 
working-class. Although neither had much contact with working-class people, 
both believed that what hope there was for humanity was to be found in the simple 
goodness of working people, particularly those who forsook suburbia and lived in 
rural areas. Both men wrote sympathetically about 'man alone', the outcast and 
the underdog. While this myth might be seen as democratic, with the isolated artist 
finding a comfortable way of bridging the gap between himself and the masses, 
Barrowman writes that it can also be read 'as a projection of the writer's own 
feeling of cultural isolation and of alienation from a materialist, narrow-minded, 
indifferent society'33; in other words, 'man alone' is a covert way for the artist to 
depict his own (aristocratic) isolation from humanity at large. 

John Wain describes a 'simple creed' of 'primitivism' operating in the arts 
in the late 1950s, whereby the art of 'backward' races, who were 'protected by 
poverty, by geographical inaccessibility, or by the colour of their skins', was felt 
to be superior to that of favoured people from industrialized societies because the 
primitives had not been 'robbed, as the favoured peoples were robbed, of everything 
that produced, or pennitted, the spontaneous activity of the imagination and the 
senses'. 34 Mark Williams sees a similar force at work in New Zealand, through 
which was constructed-

... a version of reality rooted in working-class life which is deemed 
more acceptable than the ruling bourgeois order by writers who them
selves are bourgeois. This effort is intrinsically romantic. Working 
people are adopted because they offer a seemingly desir able alterna-

'-' 
tive to the dissatisfactions and anxieties of bourgeois life. 35 

Whatever were the motives of middle-class men espousing the cause of the 
working-classes, they are suspect and self-deceiving. But in latching onto the myth 

33Barrowman, p.47. 
34Jolm Wain. 'A Walle in the Sacred Wood', in The London Magazine, 5, 1 (January 1958), 45-53 

(pp. 51, 52). 
35Mark Williams, 'Literary Constructions of Oral Culture', in Dirty Silence: Aspects of Language 

and Literature in New Zealand edited by Graham McGregor and Mark Williams (Auckland: 
Oxford University Press, 1991), pp.77-95 (p.82). 
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of working-class goodness, both Sargeson and Mulgan, probably unintentionally, 
tapped into a fundamental human need: the need to find somewhere a class or race 
not yet contaminated by worldliness, whose way of life, religion, or simple phi
losophy, might save us all. Somewhere, 'good' still exists; someone has found the 
answers. Sargeson's simple blokes, Mulgan's Johnson, and Glover's Arawata Bill, 
Harry, and Mick Stimpson have, according to their creators, evolved appropriate 
ways of behaving, even if they are only instinctive and not fully understood. 

As well as this lauding of working-class sensibility, there was also the affir
mation given to it as a subject of serious concern by T.H. Scott (teacher and social 
scientist): Kai Jensen points to Scott's two essays in early Landfalls, in which 
Scott shows that while rural people might be less cultivated, they also demonstrate 
an emerging national consciousness, and intellectuals and literary men could learn 
from these inarticulate brethren. Jensen shows Keith Sinclair and others were 
impressed by their articles at the time.36 Even with this blessing by social science, 
the idea of innate rustic wisdom is essentially sentimental, more so when these 
repositories of' good' exist outside their creators' own class or race. But Sargeson 
in particular earned respect for this view, as well as for his gifts as a story-teller: 
it was said to indicate he had a deep and humane mind. Brasch praised Sargeson's 
'humanity': 

One quality above all in his work, in the view oflife which it commu
nicates, marks him as a New Zealander, and that is its humanity, its 
concern for and trust in human beings, in what Croce calls 'that mute, 
inglorious host of good and honest men who are the underlying fabric 
which holds human society together.37 

Sargeson's 'vision' of the worth of 'good and honest men' who hold the fabric 
together is what makes him a great writer, no matter that it is a 'myth' indulged in 
by the middle-class-by Sargeson, who gleaned infonnation on the proletariat from 
listening in pubs and from his working-class partner who brought back snippets 
of low-life from the race-courses, and by Brasch. It is perhaps more rich coming 
from the aristocratic Brasch, who managed to keep the masses at arm's length 
with a skill rarely equalled in New Zealand. Sargeson, the man, was politically 
sound to his contemporaries, with his liberal/left-of-centre stance. He had the right 
credentials. 38 

36Kai Jensen, '"A Poet Quite as Large as Life": Literary Masculinity in New Zealand 1932-1960', 
in Landfall, 45, 2 (June 1991), 206-24 (p.214-15); Scott's essays appeared in Landfall, 1, 4 
(December 1947), 248-64, and 2, 2 (June 1948), 121-32. 

37Charles Brasch, 'Notes', Landfall, 7, 1 (March 1953), 3 
38 H. Winston Rhodes in his essay, 'The Moral Climate of Frank Sargeson's Stories' (Larulfall, 9,1 
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Readers in the 1950s and 1960s preferred their writers to offer hope in the 
matter of life's vexed questions, even those readers versed in the bleakness of 
existentialism. A writer such as France, who offered no sustaining myth, was 
writing against the trend. France did not write with a broad-sweeping pen to catch 
a whole society, nor did she ever intend to 'speak' for any section of society, and 
as Ian Gordon wrote in 1944, 

In many circles in New Zealand a writer has no hearing unless he can 
prove that he has a social conscience and that his work has "social 
content", and too often ... it is demanded of the writer in New Zea
land that he should share the New Zealand passion for reforming the 
world.39 

Perhaps, growing up in rural North Canterbury contributed to France's lack of con
cern for the workings of society; C.K. Stead writes: 'Visually we [New Zealanders] 
are accustomed to ample light, a lot of sky, broad stretches ofland and water. As 
very small children we move about in larger spaces, are able to be alone, and as 
a consequence develop a stronger sense of self and a weaker sense of the social 
unit' .40 

France was a-political in her writing, and in private, probably a good distance 
to the right of left-wing causes. She would never attend Writers' Conferences to 
speak upliftingly about the Role of the Artist in Society, nor would she, as did 
Brasch and Curnow, see herself leading from the front, wittingly guiding public 
taste. At Writers' Conferences, she said nothing. She was not one of them. France 
flew to Wellington for the 1959 Writers' Conference where she was a silent and 
frustrated observer. She had hoped to make some writing friends, but did not: 
' ... I learned some social gimmicks, such as how to quickly get rid of the person 
one doesn't want to talk to-the ease with which it was done to me by a few people 
(I won't name them) still leaves me gasping'. A woman novelist with whom she 
might have had much in common, stood 'Remote, detached, bored, with eyes like 
opaque glass. To talk to her was like talking to a brick wall' .41 

France did not fit in with contemporary novelists, who now may be seen to 
form three groups. Firstly, the critical realists of the Sargeson and Mulgan school, 
with their younger followers, Gaskell and Middleton, who advocated rather vague 

(March 1955), 25-41) points out the sentimentality of Sargeson's faith in the 'Noble Savage'. 
39Ian A. Gordon, 'Katherine Mansfield, New Zealander', 60. 
40C.K. Stead, response to 'A Survey' conducted by Rob Jackaman in Landfall, 31, 2 (June 1977), 

128-30 (p.129). 
41 France, letter to Ruth Dallas, 16 September 1959. Ruth Dallas, private papers, Hocken Library, 

University of Otago, Dunedin. MS 1192. 
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and sentimental proletarian values.42 Secondly, the alienated but steadfast artists, 
such as Frame and Ashton-Warner. Thirdly, the newer existential writers, who 
Jones writes, concentrate 'more on individual moral choice than on the power of 
the environment', with personal dilemmas of 'belief and behaviour' .43 While these 
writers-Duckworth, Guthrie Wilson, and Redmond Wallis-offer a dark view 
of the human predicament, they offer also some individual accommodation. As 
Wallis's hero puts it, 'a man is on his own and must draw his own chart, but it 
does not exclude him at the same time from devising rules for charting' .44 Just 
as France seems to be a transitional figure, coming at the end of the Provincial 
writers, yet pointing, as a writer who accepts fully New Zealand as a place where 
she lives and writes-in a way most of the Phoenix men did not-towards a Post
Provincial perspective, so too France in theme and tone, is closer to succeeding 
existentialists than to her Provincial peers. But her bleaker view permits no faith 
in. the individual's ability to 'draw his own chart'. 

Ruth France did not fulfil her promise as a novelist. The climate of the day 
did not tolerate multiple voices: the Writers' Conference of 1951 showed how 
writers and critics viewed literature as a monolith. France was a writer who needed 
support and affirmation to develop, but did not receive enough of it. 

'Transitional' was the term used by Baxter (1962) and Johnson (1964) to 
describe the late poetry of Ruth France. Both implied that France was moving on 
to better things: Baxter felt the real 'nuggets' would appear when France found her 
own poetic voice. Joan Stevens (1962) believed that 'the very traditional verse' 
of The Halting Place 'is still in the process of becoming ... '. But France did not 
develop as these critics expected. 

After The Halting Place, France published few poems: three in The Listener 
and two inLandfallin 1964, and one in both magazines in 1965. No record remains 
of how many she sent to The Listener, but the Landfall correspondence between 
Brasch and France shows that Brasch rejected four in 1962, two in 1963, nine 
in 1965, and one in 1966. By December 1960, her publishing connections with 
Brasch were 'uncertain', and from 1962 to 1965, letters to McEldowney indicate 

42John Mulgan's Report on Experience (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1984) contains perhaps 
the most blatantly sentimental view of a new rural order built upon the ruins of Europe: hard
working peasants, craftsmen, small farms, gardens, cottages, children playing in the sand and 
sunshine, and girls in bright dresses (p.15). 

43Jones, 'The Novel', p.156. Jones quotes also Ian Reid about 'belief and behaviour'. Reid, Fiction 
and the Great Depression: Australia and New Zealand 1930-1950 (Melbourne: Edward Arnold, 
1979), p.60. 

44Redrnond Wallis, Point of Origin (London: The Bodley Head, 1963), p.135. I am grateful to 
Lawrence Jones for the Wallis quotation. 

217 



\ 

.z 

:, 

,,:'} 

,, 

frustrations with publishers, publishing, and critics, as well as lack of confidence in 
her craft Rejections by Brasch on this scale-he published only four of her poems 
in the 1960s-can have done nothing for her confidence. Without confidence, a 
poet cannot find her 'own voice'. Insecurity, coupled with the start of her final 
illness caused her to write in a penultimate letter to Brasch: 'I myself have lost 
much incentive'. 45 

France's poetry is beset by insecurity. This shows in her borrowing styles 
and themes from other poets, and in her failing to find her own voice. Chapman 
criticized France's derivativeness, as discussed in Chapter Five. Such a charge is 
often made against the work of emerging poets. Indeed, it was a critical ploy of 
reviewers as early as the 1940s to pick out echoes of other (better) poets: Keith 
Sinclair wrote that 'It is the custom of the more academic of New Zealand's critics 
to dispose of any poet who shows his head by saying that he is influenced by Yeats, 
Eliot and Auden, as though a poet is expected to have no parents'.46 France's tone 
and style lurched about as she pursued appropriate modes, yet at the same time kept 
within prescribed conventions which might gain her entry into the 'tradition' where 
recognition lay. In much of France's poetry, she seems to 'squint', contorting her 
vision to catch the market. 

Her worst faults are floridness, piling on detail for 'effect', an overly dramatic 
tone, adjectives bolstering nouns, long sentences with tortuous subordinate clauses, 
excessive alliteration, compound words, and ugly rhythms, as in this verse from 
'After Flood': 

That is security's tag; to be cosy; to gaze 
At the.placid water seeps through the willow
Wound the uneasy meadows; but miss the alive 
Roar of the river loud on the loose; bridges with braced 
Muscles hoping to stem incredible tiderips; 
Not see the collapse of houses, boats flung 
Out through a new wound cliff-cut in sandhills 
Making monstrous the miles of river-mouth. 

Harbour was none; 
The boats were lost, and the buildings. 

(U.P., p.15.) 

Verbosity was a fault of the time, present in the early poetry of Baxter and Johnson. 
The young Baxter believed eloquence important; New Zealand writers should 

45France, letter to Brasch, undated but acknowledged by Brasch, 24 February 1966, LC. 
46Keith Sinclair, 'Poem Towards a Poem', review of Shadow of the Flame by Hubert Witheford, in 

Here & Now, 1 (October 1949), 32. 
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build up their style and plot, not pare it down in the manner of Sargeson.47 In 
1953, Hubert Witheford criticized Baxter for his 'Poetry for decoration rather than 
communication ... ', with picturesque effects and sonorities for the sake of it, a 
'growing staginess', and embroidery.48 In 1956 W.H. Oliver named 'prodigality' 
as 'one of the most dangerous signs in contemporary New Zealand literature', and 
he criticized Johnson for it, while Baxter 'clots and deranges his thought with 
those powerful noises he can so magnificently, but sometimes so fatally, make'.49 

Joan Stevens criticized 'Henderson's' lack of control and wordiness ('clogged with 
verbal embroidery') which spoiled the genuine vision behind the verse. 50 

At her worst, France crams detail to the point of confusion; image piled on 
image until the reader is lost along the wildly-darting track, as in: 

Holding in mind an island 
Of no more easy access than the moon, know how discovery 
Breaks through the reef-bound bars of an ancient prison 
Where we were Bonapartes, mark you, though to intent 

God's chosen in a sweet Eden. 
('Moon Voyage', U.P., p.11.) 

Confusion of imagery results in part from France's tendency to 'collect images': 'I 
myself, when travelling, seem to collect images of places which I place together in 
my mind like beads on a string. Each image is complete, like a glass bubble ... '. 51 

And in part from her tendency to write as a way of sorting out confused ideas and 
feelings. In the act of writing, things which she did not know she knew come to the 
surface, so that writing is 'making discoveries as well as letting off steam'. Also 
'Things come out that I don't intend to air ... '.52 

Sometimes France worked as if moving pre-existing parts of a poem until they 
fit like a jigsaw puzzle: 'The rhythm of the whole thing ['To Wake Uncertain'] 
was complete in my mind, and I had to find the right phrases, a bit here, and a bit 
there, and altering, and scrapping, until I had three pages of drafting'. On other 
occasions, France felt that a poem such as 'My World Familiar Wakes' had 'a 

47Baxter, letter to Noel Ginn, 25 May 1944, reported in Frank McKay, James K. Baxter, p.73. 
48Hubert Witheford, 'The Silver Tongue: a Note on the Poetry of James K. Baxter', in New 'Zealand 

Poetry Yearbook, 3 (1953), pp.52-58 (pp.52, 55, 58). 
49W.H. Oliver, reviews of Baxter, Johnson and others, in Landfall, 10, 1 (March 1956), 65-70 

(pp.68, 69). 
50Stevens, review in New 'Zealand Listener, 5 October 1962, 18. 
51 France, letter to McEldowney, 8 June 1959, MC. 
52Ibid, 8 June and 20 August, 1959. 
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life of its own', existing already entire, and her job was to discover it, piece by 
piece, trying all variations. Once the pieces were set in place and the whole thing 
'discovered', France was satisfied, and did not test it for reader-clarity. Brasch 
frequently commented on obscurity, as in his rejection of 'Winter Set', which he 
liked, but found was 'marred by obscurity and awkwardness in the last three verses, 
as though you hadn't worked it out into final clear shape'.53 In her address 'The 
Writer as a Person' (1962), France described herself being driven by deep, not 
always understood, feeling into the act of writing, and it was only in the writing 
that the poem became clear, as happened with the writing of 'The Bell Morning' .54 

Writing poetry was a means of articulating 'states of mind one is only partly 
aware of'.55 Unfortunately partial awareness on the part of the poet does not 
assist the reader, as may be seen in the deeply obscure 'Letter to Nuku'alofa' 
(H.P., p.9). Brasch rejected it, claiming the poem depended on a clue which 
escaped him. France replied that the poem is a letter to her sister who was a 
missionary nun in Tonga, and it is 'an attempt to understand her acceptance'. 
'Malia Felisia' is Tongan for Sister Felicia (Joy Henderson).56 France elaborated 
to McEldowney: 'My sister Felicia and I have always been close in affection, yet 
miles apart in religion, philosophy, and almost every kind of thought: the poem 
was a wish for better understanding of her way of life'. 57 While this may all assist 
in understanding, it in no way explains the violent tone of a poem which examines 
religious obedience, and probably reveals undercurrents from earlier family life: 

I write fumbling through years. of holocaust 
Your eyes bum black not blue, the burst 
Summer pyres in a rose of flame 
Not Judas with the flower red 
Upon his kissed lips, but the dead 
Skeletons you could not save, or name. 

In two verses from 'Telling of Oouds', (U.P., p.23) France is at her worst: 

Oouds bring sweet rain. When sea winds have warped us, 
When salt snows eyebrows and scourges skin, 
Wash clean. Then pores drink deeply as parched earth 

53 France, letters to Brasch, 16 January 1959, 7 June 1961; Brasch, letter to France, 18 January 1952, 
LC. 

54Report in The Evening Star (Dunedin), 18 July 1962. 
55France, letter to McEldowney, 30 July 1962, MC. 
56Brasch, letter to France 27 November 1957; France to Brasch, 2 December 1957, LC. 
57France, letter to McEldowney, 30 July 1962, MC. 
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That gaping, gasps in the wretched eye of the farmer. 
Summer thirsts, and the rain goes glucking gently 
Down the avid throat of the land, soaking to soothe; 
Forgetting barbs of winter, forgetting too 
Rain in September with the lucent quality of spring. 

Alliteration and assonance are laboured for 'poetic effect'; rhetoric is used for its 
own sake; metaphors are tortured and excessive. It is hard to imagine an uglier or 
more contrived image than the rain 'glucking gently' down the throat of any piece 
of land, no matter how 'avid'. France looses her violent streak in excess of what is 
required; violent verbs create a melodramatic effect: 

Arch clouds, shriek shreds, long leagues of terror battle 
From edge of icefields: access of pain beats muscle
Stiffened land till bleached exhausted clouds 
Are white as brittle seas that break in sunlight. 

France has a penchant for certain recurring trigger words, which while they 
might show something of her state of mind, become repetitive: whelming, raven
ing, menace, looming, holocaust, wrack, flayed, pent. She uses other 'soft' 
words as if they are inherently poetic, and will induce a reverent state of mind 
in the reader: lucent, bleached, palin\sest, porcelain, shell, bauble, bubble, 
aubade, scimitars, opaque, bone, tranquil. Geraets notes that poems accepted 
for Landfall under Brasch had 'shared characteristics', such as the repetition of 
'mood-inducing' words, like weep, soft, and hyphenated words. France seems to 
have felt these words were the stuff of poetry, and sprinkled them generously. But 
it was not enough to tempt Brasch, for as Geraets says, he had other requirements, 
such as shaped symmetrical verse, precise description, no flaws in execution, 
planned stages contributing to the overall shape, and contained emotions.58 

Of France's total output of some 134 poems, there are only fifteen which I find 
wholly or mostly successful. They are (with dates of composition, and places of 
publication): 

• 'Road Map' (1948) Listener, U.P . 

• 'The Young Legend' (1950) Listener, U.P . 

• 'Deserted House' (1950) Listener, U.P. 

• 'Here is an End' (1951) Listener, U.P. 

58Geraets, 'Landfall Under Brasch', pp.134, 141. 
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• 'Rock Garden' (1951) Listener, U.P. 

• 'Living' (1951) Landfall, U.P. 

• 'Harewood' (1954) Listener, U.P. 

• 'Song' (1955)unpublished 

• 'Elegy' (1957) Landfall, H.P., etc. 

• 'Japanese Flower Arrangement' (1957) Listener, H.P. 

• 'End of April' (1957) H.P. 

• 'Near Hurunui' (1957) Listener, H.P. 

• 'Though We Have Lived' (1958) unpublished 

• 'I Think of Those' (1959) H.P., etc. 

• 'My Words Flow' (1963) unpublished 

The quality which sets these fifteen poems apart is simplicity of idea and 
language. France puts aside empty poeticizing, excessive emotion, and tortuous 
constructions to write in what seems to be the nearest she came to her 'own voice': 

We build upon rock, make walls to support the foundations, 
Carry boulders in unaccustomed hands that soon blister; 
More rock, we say, and roots, to make us pennanent. 

(From 'Rock Garden') 

This world has parched to a pale husk, 
Breaks to a finger. Last year the pulse moved 
Deep in the hill, and we planted. 
But the spring has dried, the well emptied. 

You must take out the debris now; 
Summer is over; rake up the slow 
Accumulation of twigs, annuals all 
Done with decent display .... 

222 

(From 'Here is an End') 

(From 'End of April') 



,-

1 
l_,, 

Vincent O'Sullivan anthologized 'I Think of Those' on four occasions. It has 
one main idea, elaborated over four, four-lined verses: people do not communicate 
as they should. Lines follow a rythrnical pattern of four or five emphases, and 
alternate lines rhyme, with three true rhymes and the rest near rhymes. Thus, what 
appears to be a formal verse structure is undercut by the informality of the stress
pattern and rhymes, the running of verse two into verse three with an enjarntf'ment, 
but above all by the tone of intimate conversation: 'Sometimes I think ... •:•How 
shall I tell ... ', 'Yet I come to you ... '. The last verse is particularly skilful: 

Yet I come to you in these words as surely 
As though you were here surprised again at my eyes, 
Though if this be all, if there is never any 
If there is never between us more, no such awakening dies. 

France uses commas to good effect here to break up phrases in a way which 
suggests the speaker's diffidence. Diffidence is reinforced by repeating words and 
phrases as conversation often repeats itself, and by the way the poet reaches out for 
her main point, 'no such awakening dies'. Whereas in much of her 'bad' poetry, 
France uses a convoluted style for empty embroidery, here she uses convolution 
in a manner totally appropriate for a speaker having problems with articulation: as 
she shyly seeks a way of bridging the distance she ducks and dives, modifies and 
repeats, until she finds courage to nail her final thought. 

Informal, conversational tone works successfully also in one of her finest 
poems, 'Japanese Flower Arrangement'. It is a perfect marriage of subject-the 
stark simplicity of the Japanese art of Ikebana-and expression. France adopts the 
clear tone of a teacher instructing her class in the method of placing flowers, and 
in the philosophy underlying each move: 'Notice how to begin ... '. 
'If you are expert now you may practise ... '. 
'Moribana is more casual, but remember not easy ... '. 
'And always begin with the three symbols ... '. 
'Here we have a whole universe ... '. 
The only flaw in an otherwise perfect poem is the unnecessary alliteration of 
' ... and what more meet? / Mountain and meadow between, a moderate love ... '. 
The archaic 'meet' is used only for its 'm'; 'apt' would have done. 'Meadow' is 
out of cultural context, and 'moderate' is hardly the type of love France sought to 
convey. Achieving the alliteration breaks the pattern of conversational language 
France established. 

'New Year Bonfire' (U.P., p.20) shows the good and bad together, the mixing 
of the two voices. Verse two shows the polysyllabic France at her clogged worst, 
heaping on adjectives and procuring alliteration: 
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In a blown dark the campers and the few fanners drift 
To the bay; meagre defence force; precarious present withstanding 
Encroaching past and a whelming future; 

And then, in the same verse France cuts away to the simply stark and effective: 

It is difficult to light; petrol is needed, and for some time 
The flame licks in the centre, flares, and dies again 
While faces wait like disembodied moons 
Circling in outer dark, yet held in a fixed orbit. 

An unpublished 'Song' (1955) is one of her best, printed here in full: 

For Josephine, who cannot dance, 
Turn the wheel of circumstance. 
Fling the moon to net the stars 
Send the sun upon his wars 
That from the molten firmament 
May forge the annour of her prince. 

The fountains of her heart must play 
Within the closure of her day. 
Break down the walls that prison are, 
The boudoir pink about her tear 
Apart, and lest her useless feet refuse 
To pay their due, place them in shoes 

That Cinderella wore, and give 
An hour, at least, of life and love. 
So would I bend to all my will 
The graceless present, and instil 
With magic (golden my love, my queen) 
The crippled feet of Josephine. 

It follows an old formal pattern of three rhymed couplets to a verse of iambic 
tetrameters, with some irregularities, and trochees in the first verse. The poem is 
Metaphysical in tone, imagery, and language. Its chann lies in archaisms such as 
'molten firmament', 'boudoir pink', 'lest', and 'So would I bend to all my will', 
all in keeping with a poem that is half playful in its magic and spells, but with a 
deeper level of feeling for the crippled girl. The affection of poet for Josephine is 
clear, and her hope that the crippled girl may yet be transfonned like Cinderella 
for the ball is deeply felt. Archaic language is a clever way of bending 'all to my 
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will/ Toe graceless present', and instilling it 'With magic'. Strong imperatives-
Tum, Fling, Send, forge, Break down, tear apart, place, give-speed the poem in 
urgent monosyllables, and act as the command words of a spell the poet lays on 
the crippled feet. 

'Toe Young Legend' (UP., p.19) has much wrong with it: some borrowing 
from Curnow with 'this island story' (twice), awkward enjamb1nents, particularly 
breaking 'nailed' between two verses, clumsy alliteration ('hJe / Hills'), and the 
rather forced images of the same hills 'elbowing in', and of 'harsh grass,/ Stone 
bone'. But that said, it is an amazing poem for 1950, years ahead of its time in 
language, message, imagery and tone. It is anti-Romantic, harshly realistic as it 
punctures all the conventions of Northern Hemisphere Romantic love. There are 
no nightingales here, no romantic trysts, such as those of Tristan and Isolde. Here, 
meeting your lover is journeying on a 'clay road slicing the King Country', with the 
lover assessing how many miles he can do to the gallon, and only weekends free 
for assignations in fly-blown hotels, blackened by smoke from trains which shunt 
all night. Love letters are delivered to 'a tin box' at the end of a two-mile drive. 
Smoke 'blackens / More than the weatherboards' (weatherboards themselves a 
symbol of temporary shantytowns on the fringes of civilisation). Toe wail of wind 
replaces the nightingale. Love has little chance here: imagination, gentleness, and 
expansiveness have no currency. Destruction, emptiness, and isolation prevail in a 
bankrupt land symbolized by the weatherboards (blackened), and the seedy hotel 
with its 'lino'd stairs'. Toe lover weeps 'For how I had meant this to be'. So 
strong are the symbols France selected, one can almost smell the smoke and hear 
the boots on the hollow stairs. Toe paradoxical title suggests a lack of tradition in 
love a.Tld a dearth of history and legend to sustain: the old myths from the parent 
culture are useless here, and people have no time or imagination to create more 
appropriate ones. 

Among the very best of France is 'Near Hurunui' (1957). It is in the tradition 
of poetry of the day, full of the Romantic silence of the landscape, of voyaging, and 
humanity's faint foothold on the land. But where much of France's landscape poetry 
is over-wrought with jaded poeticisms, here she resisted the empty decoration 
and wrote simply. Toe vocabulary and tone of voice match the scene described 
perfectly, gradually building to a warm lethargy experienced after a long day by 
the sea. France's own poetic voice is heard. 

It is surprising, not far from home, to discover 
An unknown, a shy bay where the water is very blue. 

Where the road comes in through the bush 
Casually, and arrives with no rush 
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But just comes there, beside the beach. 
Where the headlands we did not know were headlands reach 

Blue-shadowed into the blue sea, stealing 
Each from the other an old remembered song 

Of Greek islands lost, a long time ago. 
There is a feeling here of sleep, of too 

Many completed times we did not have part in, 
And a strangeness as of other gods than our own 

Walking among these hills. It is good in some ways 
To come at evening back over the high ranges 

Towards our own land, to leave such shadows behind us, 
And feel tired, as though we have been a long way. 

The dates of France's best poetry reveal that one comes from 1948, one from 
1963, and the remaining thirteen were written in the 1950s, her most prolific 
and best decade. Why did she not fulfill in the 'sixties the promise she showed 
in the 'fifties? Most of her output in the 'sixties deserves its neglect: of the 
unpublished poetry, twenty-two of a total of thirty-nine were written after 1960; 
'My Words Flow', a sonnet rejected by Brasch, is the only poem worth salvaging. 
The answer would seem to be that the best poetry, or the poetry most attractive to 
a 1990's ear, did not receive the exposure it deserved, nor did France receive the 
positive reinforcement she needed for this work; she was never persuaded that the 
simple, sometimes calm, sometimes angry, voice was the one on which she should 
concentrate. There is a 'modernity' in her best work that was not appreciated at 
the time; in order to be published and to please the critics, she continued to turn 
out the old late-Georgian pieces. 

Of the fifteen best poems, three were unpublished, three were rejected by 
Brasch. These were 'Song' (for Josephine), 'My Words Flow', and strangely, as it 
seems the sort of thing Brasch would have liked, 'Near Hurunui '. Only two of the 
best were published in Landfall. Holcroft had the better critical eye; he published 
seven in The Listener. 'The Young Legend' (1950) is a very early poem, indicating 
that the apparently 'modem' style and tone had been present in France from the 
beginning of her poetic career. The fact that it was not sent to Brasch shows France 
knew it would not please him (in 1962, France said that New Zealand periodicals 
were so type-cast that she knew which one to send a particular piece of work). J. W. 
Chapman-Taylor wrote a letter to The Listener about the poem. It was everything a 
poem should not be, he said: ending with a jerk in the middle of a sentence, having 
no flow, rhythm or music, and nasty imagery. The story was ignoble, 'a poor 
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worthless thing, a sordid failure of the lovers to transcend environment'; their love 
could not have been real. The writing was so involved, halting and disjointed that 
the meaning was almost hopelessly obscured. Henderson was merely clowning 
with words, which was the antithesis of good poetry. Chapman-Taylor concluded: 
'To write stuff that can only leave a nasty taste is poor service to literature and 
degrading to life. It will be a sorry day for us all when that sort of thing gets 
accepted, and the writers thereof get away with it'.59 

'Jane' of Upper Hutt disagreed, claiming Chapman-Taylor had no knowledge 
of how to read free verse. She liked the contrast between the harshness and beauty 
of the old world, the deep feeling conveyed, and the vivid imagery. There was 
'true poetic feeling', said 'Jane', and she liked the realism. While 'Jane' must 
have given some comfort to France, the short length and modest praise it offered 
could hardly have counterbalanced Chapman-Taylor's savage and lengthy attack. 
No other critic commented on the poem, and after appearing in Unwilling Pilgrim, 
it passed from view, Curnow decided against it for his Penguin anthology, and 
France was not encouraged to pursue this mode of writing. 

Brasch required poetry of a more genteel and restrained kind, with a strong 
line of Romanticism, and each poem neatly finished off with some solution or 
attempt at profound utterance-what Baxter called in 1954 'a moral statement'.60 

The young C.K. Stead learned the 'poetic strategy' of using a concluding moral 
statement from Baxter, but by 1979, recognized that the artifice served only to 
'shut the gate' on the readers' response to the poem.61 France was not naturally 
adept at the neat ending; moral pronouncements were not her strength. Her view of 
life as revealed in her novels, did not allow for neat endings, and attempts to write 
poetry with edifying gate-clangers were often artificial. There was more than a 
hint of the drawing-room about Brasch: during his Landfall years he abhorred raw 
feeling unmitigated by time passing, or the distancing of poet from the emotion 
depicted, a fault Mervyn Thompson noted among many critics well into the 1970s. 
Thompson wrote of their tendency to 'denigrate the literature of "embarrassing" 
self-disclosure and to elevate the safe, decorous and supremely middle-class gods 
of "objectivity" and "detachment" '. 62 

Cumow's attitude to France was ambivalent: in 1953, he saw Henderson's 
work as typifying much that was wrong with Johnson's New Zealand Poetry Year
book. As we have seen, Curnow pointed to 'vague verbal gestures', 'poetic 

59J.W. Chapman-Taylor, letter to editor, The Listener, 26 June 1950. 
60 James K. Baxter as Critic, p.23. 
61 Stead, 'From Wystan to Carlos', p.150. 
62Mervyn Thompson, response to 'A Survey' by Rob Jackaman, op.cit., 131. 
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Hurnpty-dumpty-ism ', 'inept prolixity', with the concluding point of the poem not 
necessarily arising out of what has gone before.63 Yet in 1956 Curnow wrote to 

'Mr Henderson' for permission to include four poems in his Penguin Book of 
New Zealand Verse,-poems that 'have the capability one looks for & finds so 
seldom'.64 

As with the novel, readers required poetry to offer some sort of optimistic 
conclusion. Baxter noted that reviewers demanded 'an optimistic, sentimental 
tone', which prevented poets 'from following up their own best work', and he 
saw poetry in New Zealand as stereotyped and conforming to a 'Do Not Disturb' 
requirement: 

A Listener type of poem, a Landfall type of poem, are generated to fit 
the needs of a special audience, to move without disturbing, with an 
idealised stereotype of human thought and behaviour. 

Baxter alone seems to have required that 'Agonies, desires, and dilemmas' must be 
'unearthed and exposed to the sun; with those sexual, aggressive, and anarchistic 
motives which enter uneasily the drawing-room of verse, being accustomed to 
darker and worse lodging, yet provide the power that makes the poem live'. 65 

Alistair Campbell also believed in the power of conformity to curtail a poet's true 
bent. In a (1964) study of Glover, Campbell wrote: 

The pressure is always on the young poet to conform to current 
fashions of verse, and it takes a great deal of determination, faith, and 
self-knowledge to resist it. By self-knowledge I mean the wisdom to 
recognise the nature of one's talent, and what it can do and what it 
can't do .... 

Campbell believed that Glover was not encouraged to write his simple Georgian 
poems (in which deep emotion was acceptable), but forced rather to write poetry 
which made social comment and pushed an anti-capitalist line, after the popular 
model of Auden.66 

Patrick Evans sees the 1960s as the end of an era in poetry, in which a 'literary 
monoculture' gradually became 'a time of abundance and multiplicity' .67 He ends 

63 Allen Curnow, review of New Z.ealand Poetry Yearbook, 29. 
64Curnow, letter to France, 17 May 1956, FP. 
65 James K. Baxter As Critic, pp.60, 31. 
66 Alistair Campbell, 'Glover and Georgianism', in Comment, 6, 1 (October-November 1964), 23-33 

(p.29). 
67Evans, Penguin History, p.207. 
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the era specifically at 1969. Both Evans and Alistair Paterson believe the Vietnam 
War protests of the 1960s contributed to a questioning of authority and confonnity. 
A harder, more cynical attitude was abroad.68 Bill Manhire notes the wide dissem
ination among poets of new books of contemporary American poetry during the 
late 1960s, which 'had an absolutely transfonning effect' on his generation: 'What 
it [American poetry] did do was make diversity and possibility available, and in so 
doing it freed New Zealand poetry from the single line represented by the English 
tradition' .69 

The freedom to move into other modes as described by these observers came 
too late for France. But many of the features made possible by the new poetic 
climate were already present in France's best work from the early 1950s, for they 
were also features of the Seventeenth Century Metaphysical school of poets which 
was France's natural home, rather than the Wordsworthian Romantic school into 
which she had been forced by the climate of the day. Elizabeth Caffin thinks 
that modernist poets had a 'predilection for the metaphysical poets'.70 Aspects of 
Metaphysical poetry present in France are: a realistic, non-romantic attitude, some 
cynicism, a conversational tone, capturing the rough give-and-take of speech, 
simplicity of expression, a strong sense of imagery, the use of colloquialisms, 
paradox and metaphor, and the pleasure in intellectual argument. 'The Young 
Legend' and 'Japanese Flower Arrangement' display these features. France had 
not reached the stage of believing that there did not have to be a reality prior to 
the poem: her work grew out of lived experience. She did also try to round off 
the poem, as if completed and entire. But 'The Young Legend' conveys a feeling 
of urgency in creation, white-hot off the typewriter, with little sense of careful 
pre-consideration. Furthennore, France does not show any of the linguistic self
consciousness and inventiveness practised by poets in the late 1960s: words were 
still vehicles for saying something, rather than objects of interest in themselves. 
France did not subscribe to the international grounding of poetry as did Johnson 
and the Wellington poets, but she did fit in with some of the early 1960s changes 
which Peter Bland described occurring in New Zealand poetry before the American 
influences took hold: 

... a move from a public to a private voice, a more thorough grounding 
of the poet in his own experience, a loosening of narrative line and 

68 Alistair Paterson, 'Poetry in Transition: Notes on Trends and Influences in New Zealand Verse', 
in Landfall, 30, 1 (March 1976), 76-85. 

69Bill Manhire, 'Breaking the Line: a View of American and New Zealand Poetry', in Islands, (n.s.) 
3, 2 (December 1987), 142-54 (pp.151, 152). 

70Elizabeth Caffin, 'Poetry 1945-90', Oxford History, pp.385-445 (p.409). 
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wholesale pruning of rhetoric, a sense of history not as a moral to 
be drawn but as something active in one's own life, a turning with 
the eyes (if not yet with the ears) towards the facts of an immediate 
environment 71 

The best that may be claimed for France's worth as poet is that she showed 
promise of making the change from late-Georgianism to Modernism, and that 
along with the young poets associated with the reforming Freed (1969-72), she 
would have received a charge of energy sufficient to find confidence in her own 
poetic voice and to lead her into the 1970s as a vigorous poet; 'Modernism' was 
where she belonged. As many of her contemporaries underwent a radical change 
during the sixties--ofien with a hiatus in their careers while they found a bridge 
to the new-. there is no reason why France should have been any different. Some 
produced their best work once they left Georgianism behind. Caffin thinks that 
'One of the most distinctive developments of the 1960s is the way in which the 
post-war romantic poets modified theirverse'.72 

Both Stead and Caffin document the transformation in Baxter during the 1960s. 
Stead sees change towards the end of the Howrah Bridge collection (1961), and 
Caffin sees from Pig Island Letters (1966) a pruning away of excess verbiage, less 
rhetoric and confused imagery, and a move towards a sparer, more informal tone, 
more relaxed verse forms and rhyme.73 Caffin also sees Glover and Campbell 
becoming less romantic, more personal, colloquial and spare, while from 1964, 
Brasch in Ambulando compresses his line, with a more informal and personal 
style. Vincent O'Sullivan also sees a change in Brasch from Ambulando: lines 
are shorter, statement more concise, with flatter language, more sparing metaphor, 
fewer adjectives, more weighted verbs, and love written about more openly.74 

Caffin thinks that Stead experienced a hiatus between his first and second books 
(1964, 1972) while he cut out romantic luxuriance and became more colloquial.75 

The poet who experienced the longest hiatus in the 1960s was Curnow, ironically 
the one with the most fixed and publicized ideas on how poetry should be written. 
There was a publishing silence between A Small Room With Large Windows (1962) 
which contained only one poem written after 1957, and Trees, Effigies, Moving 

71 Peter Bland, 'Beginnings', in Islands, 8, 3 (October 1980), 230-34 (p.234). 
72Caffin, op.cit., p.412. 
73Ibid., p.414; C.K. Stead, 'Towards Jerusalem: the Later Poetry of James K. Baxter', in Islands, 2, 

1 (Autumn 1973), 7-18 (p.10). 
74Vincent O'Sullivan, '"Brief Permitted Moming"-Notes on the Poetry of Charles Brasch', in 

Landfall, 23, 4 (December 1969), 338-53 (p.345). 
75Caffin, op. cit, pp.413, 412,408. 

230 



Objects (1972). Caffin notes some debate among critics (Stead, Wedde, Paterson) 
about how Curnow reshaped his poetry-and Caffin adds to the debate but suffice 
to say that Curnow failed to publish for a nine-year period, and from 1972, set out 
on a second career which does not seem yet to have run out of inspiration.76 

But rather than change with her peers, France felt she had come to an end of her 
own writing as fewer poems were accepted for publishing and her last two prose 
works were rejected. Studying the poetry of others at university (English to stage 
III) might have provided the intellectual framework she needed and sharpened her 
critical faculty. She might, like Ruth Dallas, have received new direction from 
the poetry of non-European poets; in 1960 she wrote to Dallas that she had been 
reading Korean poets: ' ... after reading them one feels our western language too 
wordy and clumsy' .77 However, she did nothing with these new possibilities. 

Always diffident, France's talent needed boosting by publication and praise. 
The poetry which did receive approval from critics such as Curnow and Brasch was 
mostly Romantic nature poetry and regional poetry, although it must not be claimed 
that she wrote 'land' poems only in response to the dictates of those editors: there 
is no evidence of it. France felt herself to be of the 'landscape school'; the land 
and the people responding to the land were heartfelt and persistent themes in all 
her writings. Wellington poets rebelled against the type of 'local' and impersonal 
poetry they thought France wrote, and for them as for the Phoenix men of a 
generation earlier, poetry was a male preserve: few women were allowed to be 
good poets, as may be seen in Doyle's (1965) anthology which admitted only Fleur 
Adcock. The American poets who were to provide the new energy in the late 1960s 
were vigorously male in their outlook, as were their disciples, the Freed school. 
The poets termed 'academic' by Smithyman, that is those anti-Romantic, more 
cerebral poets centred at Auckland University, such as Curnow, and Smithyman 
himself, were also very male in outlook, finding little merit in female poetry, 
which lacked intellectual rigour, irony, wit, and venturousness.78 Included in the 
group were M.K. Joseph, Keith Sinclair, and C.K. Stead. Patrick Evans notes 
the attraction of the 'English seventeenth-century [Metaphysical] tradition' for the 

76Ibid, pp.429, 728 (note 161). Curnow himself dates his 'later poems' for the 1988 Continuum: 
New and Later Poems, 1972-1988 as those published post-1972, although 'It happens that quite 
significant parts of that 1972 book were written, at least in draft, as early as 1961. In fact, I think 
of Trees, Effigies as work of the 60s ... '. 'Allen Curnow Talks to Peter Simpson, Landfall 44, 3 
(September 1990): 296-313; p.300. 

77France, letter to Dallas, 13 December 1960, Ruth Dallas papers, Hocken Library, Dunedin. 
MS1192. 

78Kendrick Smithyman, 'The Clayless Climate', 42. He discusses 'academic' poetry in chapter 
seven of A Way of Saying. 
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academic poets.79 But it was unlikely France could have found a home with them. 
geography and gender keeping them apart. France's age too was against her: 
though she was of an age with Curnow, Brasch and Joseph, they did not want 
any closer ties with her; she was ten years older than most of the Auckland and 
Wellington poets, twenty years older than Stead and Fleur Adcock, and there was 
no likelihood of her fitting in with the Young New Zealand poets, Freed men, who 
were younger than her sons. And one must regret that France was a casualty of 
the squabbles among rival schools or groups of poets: too much of their critical 
time was spent firing broadsides at rival camps, and checking non-aligned poets 
and their poetry to see if friend or foe; poetry was the casualty, and France hovered 
on the fringes of a no-women's land. 

France was a poet of unrealized promise. Stead thinks this is an occupational 
hazard of poets: 

More often than not poets fail--or rather their success is limited; that 
is why the sin of being more interested in the poet than in the poems 
is pardonable-because most poets, even those whose work endures, 
are more brilliantly charged with promise than with achievement 80 

But Ruth France failed more often than most in a climate inhospitable to any who 
diverged from the narrow tradition established by the male line of poets. 

79Evans, Penguin History, p.173. 
80C.K. Stead, 'Towards Jerusalem', 14. 
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Conclusions 

James K. Baxter on Georgianism and the conforming society: 

The Georgian dilemma had its roots in the structure of New Zealand society: in the 
great pressure towards conformity which prevented poets and novelists alike from 
exercising a free and critical insighL They were quite literally afraid of what they 
might find themselves writing .... 1 

We are moths on the world's window-pane; 
We cry out, we tear out fragile wings; 
We cannot reach the light and never shall. 

From 'The Sun Falling' by Ruth France2 

Writers interact to a greater or lesser extent with their age and with fellow 
writers who seek to portray that age in their work. Ruth France and Janet Frame 
exemplify extremes of interaction. It is significant that the greater writer-Frame
was the one who heeded her peers least. Despite the fragility of her early years, 
Frame continued pouring out visionary novels to a puzzled audience more used 
to Sargesonian realism. In a career spanning forty years, she has revealed a 
surprisingly confident and steely purpose to recognize her 'own voice' and stick to 
it Also significantly, the confidence to do so came in England, where, away from 
what she saw as a conforming society whose only response seemed to be to lock 
her up, Frame learned confidence: 

Now that writing was my only occupation, regardless of the critical 
and financial outcome, I felt I had found my 'place' at deeper level [!.1c] 

1 James K. Baxter, The Fire and the Anvil (1955), p.67. 
2NewZealandListener 17 April 1964. 
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than any landscape of any country would provide .... here in London 
writing had been affirmed as a way of life. . . . I now felt, inhabiting 
my 'place', that day by day I could visit the Mirror City and ponder 
questions that only those trying to practise a form of art have time for: 
artists, monks, idlers, any who stand and stare. 3 

By using a metaphorical key to exclude distractions from the outside world, Frame 
seized the 'freedom' to write: 

Freedom to write is a very narrow freedom among the many personal 
imprisonments suffered by those who want to write, yet it is the master 
key, and if a writer has detennination enough to tum the key (heedless 
of the desires and warnings of those who don't understand or who 
fear (rightly) the consequences of this outrageous daylight robbery of 
the imagination) then he may by able to put his dreamed works into 
words.4 

The writer must make her own writing climate, an exercise 'outrageous' in its 
daring, implying a dedication beyond the power of most. To present her vision 
of the world, Frame had to withdraw from it and live in the 'Mirror City' of her 
imagination, an act only within the power of 'artists, monks, idlers, any who stand 
and stare'. 

At the other end of the dependency spectrum was Ruth France who failed to shut 
out the distracting world, even failed to see the need to do so, as she tried to straddle 
both the artistic and domestic spheres, writing books with one hand, and keeping 
the cake-tins full with the other. Women who write from within the traditional 
female domestic role seldom soar to the top, since writing is a selfish act, requiring 
the practitioner to withdraw her person, and often her thoughts, from those whose 
welfare she is there to serve. Guilt has worn down many a budding female author, 
particularly when, as with Ruth France, she is not setting the critical world on its 
heels by her brilliance, or even earning money worth mentioning. Growing up 
amidst the first flowering of women's writing, with her mother's example before 
her, France was puzzled and hurt by her lack of success. It falls to a later generation 
to recognize the obstacles placed in her path. 

France's birth in 1913 puts her at the end of a group of writers Lawrence 
Jones calls 'Provincial', namely those born between 1890 and 1915. Most of those 

3Janet Frame, The Envoy from Mirror City, pp.152-53; Frame noted the conformist nature of New 
Zealand society, and that she would be better out of it 'before someone decided I should be in a 
mental hospital' in An Angel at My Table, p.168. 

4Janet Frame, 'Beginnings', in Landfall, 19, 1 (March 1965), 40-47 (p.47). 
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writers, Lee, Fairburn, Brasch, Curnow, and Glover, began to establish themselves 
with publications in the 1930s. Aged 21 in 1934, France married and lived in 
Australia until 1937. Sons were born in 1939 and 1942. Not only was motherhood 
a major diversion at this time, but also the War acted as a hiatus in many literary 
enterprises: few writers became established during the early or mid 1940s. And 
it is hard to resist seeing the almost surreal picture of the France family literally 
and metaphorically at sea in the early 1940s as a prefiguring symbol of Ruth's later 
literary career: by necessity (poverty) living apart from mainstream New Zealand, 
on board a yacht fashioned by their own hands, tethered by slender cords beyond 
the littoral, isolated in deeper dangerous waters; a son falls overboard, shots are 
fired across their bows by the coast-guard as they leave anchorage for a Sunday 
cruise; visions of France rowing her husband ashore to keep in touch with the daily 
reality of the Lyttelton train. It is a tenuous link with the 'reality' of (literary) life, 
but, one imagines, hardly preparation for her later literary isolation. 

It was not until France was back on dry land that she began her first tentative 
publishing in the Listener and Landfall. She was forty-two when she published 
Unwilling Pilgrim and forty-five when she published The Race. Thus she was 
in middle-age and competing with another generation of younger writers such 
as Cross, Duckworth, Frame, Brathwaite, who were born ten, or in the case of 
Duckworth, twenty-two years, later than she, and who were to form the subsequent 
group Jones calls 'Post-Provincial'. 

By the late 1940s, Curnow and Brasch were the chief arbiters and guardians of 
poetry; Sargesonian realism was the preferred mode in fiction, carrying on through 
the 1950s when its languishing health was given a boost at the 1951 Writers' 
Conference. The War also boosted the realist tradition, siring a line of lusty male 
action novels. In this matter, France was for perhaps the only time in her career, 
in the right mode at the right time when she published The Race, for its adventure 
element met every requirement, and she enjoyed a short time of fame wearing 
colours not wholly her own. 

While many writers see themselves as people under seige, misunderstood by 
and isolated from the wider community-and none more so than the Phoenix 
men-they do tend to cohere into mutually supporting and validating groups. 
Women usually have not had this support. France belonged to the Women Writers' 
Society, but she did not enjoy their company: she felt they were amateurs, and 
narrow in their self-perception. France was rebuffed by the rampant chauvinism of 
fellow-Cantabrian, Glover, and by 'in' groups at the 1959 Writers' Conference; she 
was not at home with the younger Wellington poets; Alistair Campbell in particular 
annoyed her. Ruth Dallas, who took up a position of isolation not far from Frame's, 
also failed to provide moral support; Dallas would not have considered support 
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necessary. 
France published at a time of controversy over poetry as the Phoenix men sought 

to protect their hard-won gains from encroachment by Wellington rebels. While 
revolutions are often liberating, letting in light where once expressly forbidden, 
New Zealand's poetic revolutions have been largely male affairs, with women's 
poetry kept in the dark, no matter which group occupies the high ground. It was 
as a poet that France might have found distinction, but poetry brought her into 
closer contact with the male monolith than did her novel-writing: few male poets 
were prepared to admit any woman to their ranks, and unlike Dallas, France was 
insufficiently confident to ignore their requirements and their disputes . 

At the time France was writing, most male writers were not simply writers, 
but tended also to be political agitators and self-promoters. They became editors, 
printers, anthologisers, critics, propagandists, broadcasters, and self-appointed 
reformers of society. Not content to loose their creative works upon the world, 
they sought to refashion society the better to receive those works, thereby choosing 
to wear braces as well as belt. 

France was not politically active. Like most women writers observed by 
Duckworth, she was content in her writings to make 'personal statements, dealing 
with individual personalities rather than a collective social conscience'. 5 France 
did not cherish any faith in the workings of society, and thereby she was out of 
step with several generations of liberal, left-leaning writers committed to faith in 
the perfectability of society through education. In the absence of any deep sense of 
social responsibility, women writers are often deemed trivial and selfishly inward
looking. Duckworth 's belief that women are driven to examine their inner lives to 
make sense of the outer world dominated by men, would have fallen on deaf ears 
in the 1950s and 1960s. he..r 

lt must have been a bitter pill for France that at the end of life, the literary 
world was moving to take cognisance of the female 'inner' tra~ition which had 
co-existed with the male critical realist tradition since the days of Mansfield, and 
while it had been noted by such commentators as Gordon, Holcroft, Hall, Rhodes, 
and Alan Mulgan, it had not been acknowledged as a valid literary response by 
most male writers. History now sees France coming at the tail-end of an outworn 
realist Provincial mode. By 1968 Denis Taylor was calling for novels with greater 
richness of language and life than those portrayed by the 'familiar pieties' of 
the 'New Zealand documentary tradition'. Taylor required greater 'concern with 
experience in its fuller, dynamic context in the subjective life of the individual'; in 

5Duckworth, 'Women as Writers' (1960). 
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other words, the type of novel women have usually written. 6 

As has been shown, fiction-writers such as Sargeson and Duckworth experi
enced a hiatus in their publishing careers as they sought a bridge over the gap 
between what is now recognised as the Provincial and Post-Provincial eras. But 
bridges were found and careers rejuvenated. France already showed signs of a 
Post-Provincial perspective as she wrote from certain knowledge that she was 
a New Zealander who no longer looked to England as spiritual home; she had 
already established a less realistic, more subjective style in Ice Cold River. Fur
thermore, she had never fallen into the trap of sentimentality regarding working 
class people-their better values, the virtue of hard physical toil, the superiority 
of rural over urban, the corrupting power of women and capitalists-as had many 
of the male Provincial realists. In this France demonstrated a more open-eyed, 
pragmatic, but pessimistic stance prefiguring that adopted by later existential writ
ers. But her bleak view of the human predicament would have set her apart from 
the existentialists, who managed to find some individual accommodation. If she 
could have gained confidence to ignore publishers and reviewers who misread her 
intentions, and not rely on neat plot and significant events upon which to hang her 
mental explorations, France was well-poised to reshape her career. With the work 
of Frame increasingly impossible to ignore, France might have gained confidence 
by the vindication of Frame's work and the better attention paid to women's writing 
in general which it brought. 

France came also at the end of a poetic tradition to which she had never 
given full allegiance. It is the bitterest irony of all that the American poetic 
influence of the late 1960s brought currency to elements of poetry writing which 
had always been present in France's best verse, but which had never appealed to 
Curnow or Brasch during the years France published. Yet, France would very 
likely have been marginalized by these new forces, since those who embraced 
them most fervently were the next group of Bright Young Men with their own 
revolution to conduct. They gave little room to women poets, and (as was noted 
in Chapter 2) Arthur Baysting's anthology of their work featured one female poet 
among eighteen male poets, a fact Baysting noted but felt to be entirely reasonable 
given the poor quality of most female poetry.7 It required the stirrings of the 
women's liberation movement in the early 1970s for women's poetry to begin 
to move in from the margins. So entrenched was the maleness of poetry that 

6Denis Taylor, review of Another Man's Role by Ray Grover, in Landfall, 22, 1 (March 1968), 
101-05 (p.105). 

7The Young New Zealand Poets, edited by Arthur Baysting (Auckland: Heinemann Educational 
Books, 1973). See Baysting's introduction, p.4. 
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even by 1977, the acceptance of women's poetry seems not to have made much 
progress, since Rob Jackaman, wishing to take the pulse of poetry in New Zealand 
by means of a survey in Landfall, consulted the opinions of eleven male and one 
female writer, an Australian,8 and Chris Parr in the same year, wrote a 'Critique 
of Contemporary New Zealand Poets' and mentioned no women.9 That Jackaman 
and Parr could ignore the proliferation of women's poetry from the mid-1970s
five volumes published in 1975, eleven in 1976, eighteen in 1977-shows how 
firmly established, and how slow to break up, was the male monolith that defeated 
France. 

Thus France was largely out of step with her fellow writers. A late developer, 
an early finisher, France had not the benefit of the career bridges available to 
her contemporaries. The 1970s, which was to prove such an inspiring decade for 
women writers and one in which France might well have achieved synchronization, 
were denied her. 

While we may sympathise with the Phoenix men in their desire to shape a 
wholly New Zealand literature, and we may be grateful for some of the fine works 
some of them created, it is regrettable that they were intolerant of modes other 
than their own, and argued loudly for their own exclusionist policies while not 
recognising them as such. France lived to see her pre-1930s female heritage, with 
its high spots in the work of Mansfield, Mander, Hyde, Bethell, and Baughan, 
and its lower spots epitomised by her mother's poetry, debased or excluded from 
the canon, and herself, never seeming to be any more than an interloper in male 
territory. 

When the next group of Bright Young Men starts preaching 'the redeeming of 
the times' and 'the communication of definite standards of taste', women writers 
should take to the mattresses, and settle in for a long · Sie~ e . 

8Jackaman, 'A Survey', Landfall, 31, 2 (June 1977), 99-137. 
9Chris Parr, 'Critique of Contemporary New Zealand Poets', Pilgrims, 2, 2 (June 1977), 97-106. 
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Appendix A 

Poems by Helena Henderson 

Earth-Lovers 

They shall know the earth no more, 
The blue, cavernous and kindly earth, 
Only as a covering for their nakedness 
And as a shield for their dearth. 

They that in the spring were busied, 
When the thin sap ran high, 
With the spade and the plough in the furrow 
And the stilted lambs' cry-

They that saw their fields wheat-heavy, 
In a summer noon, saw the fruit 
Of their year-long labour 
Piled sheaf and cob and root-

They that saw the berried brown of autumn, 
Saw the wood-smoke veil the evening hills
They have rest now from their many labours 
And strangers latch their gates and tread their sills . 

More than the winter gave them, they have rest now; 
The time of quiet snows is quieter yet. 
They look towards us from remotest heavens 
And they that loved them, they will not forget. 

Their hands were kind to you, good earth, in their swift spring-tide, 
Lent you their strength and sinew for your grace, 
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And now they give the very pulse that moved them 
To feed you, each in his appointed place. 

But the swift soul-ah! earth, you cannot bind it. 
You have the chrysalis case to feed your flocks, 
But they, the winged ones, are beyond your keeping
Broken the stone, the fetters, and the locks. 

They shall know you, earth, no more, 
But we shall know you, summer, winter, spring; 
You shall be big with harvest, green with growing, 
Bees will be bountiful, and larks will sing, 

Till our hands stiffen and like wheels that slacken 
Our hearts run down to silence and we go 
Eagerly back to the blue, cavernous, kindly 
Rock we were hewn from, and the mold we know. 

(Placed 1st equal in the short poem section of the 1940 Centennial Competitions.) 
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High Noon 

High noon is here. A lark drifts up 
From the burnt umber of the hay 
While from the piccolo of his throat 
A shower of song, a living spray 
Rains backwards, downwards, lifts and falls, 
Thins, wanes, is faint and far away, 
Till bird and song alike are deep 
Drowned in the blue immaculate day . 

On Calvary 

Darkness fell on Calvary Hill, 
Thunders crashed, and then were still. 

Reft, the heavens leapt with light, 
Then were drowned in deepest night. 

Terror reigned on Calvary Hill, 
Even the restless birds were still. 

Even the Pilate, drawn and white, 
Went cowering in the blinding night. 

Darkness, terror, cries of men 
Move not the pale Magdalen. 

For Magdalen and Mary each 
Kneel within His eyes' dim reach. 

Kneel, till to His tortured ken 
Mary may be Magdalen. 

Kneel, till in His mind unwary 
Magdalen is merged in Mary . 

('High Noon' and 'On Calvary' published in Voices (USA)) 
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AppendixB 

'Without Malice' by 'Alien' 

This free verse is fatally easy to write. 
All that is necessary is that you be very young 
And very ardent, 
And that you burn with passionate conviction 
That the wrongs of the world can be righted 
And you are the one to do it. 
You must also have a supreme contempt 
For Tennyson, Wordsworth, and Shelley 
And all that ilk. 
They are not the giants you were led to believe them. 
They are woolly, they are truly rural, they toy with airy nothings, 
They didn't feel as deeply about things as you do 
And so they didn't express the needs of their age 
With the scalding bitterness with which you will flay the world 
If only you get the chance. 
You, being a modem poet, 
Must write real he-man stuff, 
So you will take slabs of prose 
And cut it into chunks like this; 
There need be no rhyme nor reason in it, 
There need be no mention of beauty, or magic casements, or ships of 

truth, 
But abattoirs are acceptable, and city sewers, 
And latrines are best of all. 
They absolutely ensure success. 
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No top-notch New Zealand poet any longer 
Writes ballads like Jessie Mackay 
Or bird-songs like Eileen Duggan 
Or lyricisms like Helena Henderson 
Or tree poems like Nellie Macleod. 
These people are perhaps not as young as they used to be, 
And anyway they're only women, 
And have probably forgotten the feel 
Of the arrogant surge of poesy breaking within them. 
I've heard them say that the earth is very beautiful still, 
And that miracles still do happen, 
And that God is not mocked, 
But that is old stuff now-
We 're living in the Age of Reason 
And we know exactly where we're going. 

This free verse is fatally easy to write, 
My pen runs on and on, but-I wonder
Have I missed 'the many-splendoured thing'? 

(Tomorrow, III, 1 (11 November 1936), p.20.) 
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Appendix C 

Ruth France's Publications and 
Talks 

Abbreviations 
ATCNZP-(1) 

ATCNZP-(2) 

ATCNZP-(3) 

GHM 
LC 

LF 
MATE 
MR 
NZBS 
NZL 
NZPYBK 
OANZW 

PBNZV 1960 

PBNZV 1985 

PH 

RH 
RF 

An Anthology Twentieth Century New Zealand Poetry, selected by Vincent O'Sullivan 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1970.) 
An Anthology of Twentieth Century New Zealand Poetry, second edition, selected by 
Vincent O'Sullivan (Wellington: Oxford University Press, 1976. Reprinted 1979, 1983, 
1986.) 
An Anthology ofTwentieth Century New Zealand Poetry, third edition, selected by Vincent 
O'Sullivan (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1987). 
The Magazine of Christchurch Girls' High School. 
Landfa// Country: WorkfromLandfa//, 1947-61, ed. Charles Brasch (Christchurch: The 
Caxton Press, 1962). 
Landfall: A New Zealand Quarterly (Christchurch: The Caxton Press) 
Mate: A Magazine of New Zealand Writing (Auckland: The Acme Printing Worlcs) 
New Zealand Monthly Review. 
New Zealand Broadcasting Service. 
New Zealand Listener. 
New Zealand Poetry Yearbook: An Annual Co//ection, ed. Louis Johnson. 
The Orford Anthology of New Zealand Writing Since 1945, chosen by MacDonald P. 
Jackson & Vmcent O'Sullivan (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1983) 
The Penguin Book of New Zealand Verse, ed. Allen Curnow (Auckland: Penguin Books 
Ltd, 1960) 
The Penguin Book of New Zealand Verse, ed. Ian Wedde & Harvey McQueen (Auckland: 
Penguin Books (N.Z.) Ltd, 1985) 
Paul Henderson, the nom-de-plume under which most of Ruth France's poetry was 
published. 
Ruth Henderson 
Ruth France 

NOTE: items listed are poems unless stated otheiwise 
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1926 The Sun (Christchurch) 16 January: 'A Country Holiday: Paddling in a 
Rocky Stream', story (Ruth Henderson, aged 12); 20 March: 'A Round 
of Beef', story by Ruth Henderson. 
GHM, 'Forest Fairies', p.24. 

1927 GHM (second term), 'The Ships' by RH, p.21. 
1928 GHM (second term), 'Lullaby' by RH, p.13. 
1929 GHM (December), 'Wind-Child' by RH, p.39. 
1944 NZBS, Radio talks 3YA: February 'Birds of the Coast'; 26 August 

'Sailing Without Excitement' 
1945 The Arts in New Zealand, 17, 4 (June-July 1945), 'The Ghost Ships', 

(RF). 
1946 NZBS, Radio Talks: 11, 18, 25 February, 4, 11, 18 March 'Sailing to 

Wellington' . 
1947 NZL, 3 April, 'The Clock' (story). 
1948 LF, 2, 2 (June 1948), 118-19, 'The Island' (RF). 

NZL, 17 September, 'The Whirlpool' (story). 
1949 LF, 3, 1 (March 1949), 10-12, 'The Bell and the Bauble', 'Rain on the 

Journey', 'A Sailor They Say is Everlastingly Complaining'. (PH). 
NZL, 27 May, 'The Stream and the Discovery', (RF) winner of Royal 
Ode Competition, sponsered by NZBS. 
NZL, 17 June, 'Return Journey'. (PH) 
NZL, 9 September, 'The Long Journey'. (PH) 
NZL, 21 October, 'Object Lesson'. (RF) 
NZL, 16 December, 'Road Map'. (PH) 

1950 LF, 4, 1 (March 1950), 43-45, 'Telling of Oouds', 'Mouth of the 
Waimakariri'. (PH) 
NZL, 26 May, 'The Young Legend'. (PH) 
NZL, 25 August, 'Deserted House'. (RF) 
NZL, 6 October, 'Tree on a Hillside'. (RF) 
NZL, 10 November, 'Unwilling Pilgrim'. (PH) 

1951 NZPYBK, I (1951), pp.35-37, 'How Shall I-', 'After Flood'. (PH) 
LF,5, 1 (March 1951), 7-8, 'New Year Bonfire'. (PH) 
NZL, 22 March, 'Here is an End'. (PH) 
NZL, 18 May, 'Rock Garden'. (RF) 
NZL, 3 August, 'The Stranger'. (PH) 
NZL, 2 November, 'A Dead Bird'. (PH) 

1952 NZPYBK, 2 (1952), pp.40-1, 'Moon-Voyage'. (PH) 
NZL, 22 February, 'The Hungry'. (PH) 
LF, 6, 2 (June 1952), 143, 'Living'. (PH) 
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1953 

1954 

1955 

1956 

NZPYBK, 3 (1953), pp.25-6, 'Winter Set'. (PH) 
School Journal, 3 (April), pp.79-83, 'Stoves and Sea-Fever', story by 
Ruth France. Reprinted SJ, 3 (Winter 1961). 
NZL, 3 July, 'Among Mountains'. (PH) 
NZL, 4 September, 'For Anne Frank'. (PH) 
NZPYBK, 4 (1954), pp.52-4, Two Poems from 'Charlotte Godley' se
quence: 'Wellington 1850', 'Christchurch 1851 '. (PH) 
NZL, 25 June 25, 'Lark Hill'. (PH) 
NZL, 5 November, 'Harewood'. (PH) 
LF, 8, 2 (June 1954), 93, 'Unfinished House'. (PH) 
NZPYBK, 5 (1955), p.47, 'Harewood'. (PH) 
NZL, 28 January, 'For Jane'. 
NZL, 21 October, 'The Travellers', story. (RF) 
LF, 9, 4 (December 1955), 287, 'Peraki'. (PH) 
Unwilling Pilgrim (Christchurch: The Caxton Press). (PH) 
LF, 10, 2 (June 1956), 161-62, review of The Man in Our Lives by John 
Brodie (Guthrie). (RF) 
NZL, 23 March, 'Shag Rock'. (PH) 
NZL, 5 April, review of radio programmes. (RF). 

1957 NZPYBK, 7 (1957-58), pp.43-4, 'On the Death of a Young Girl', 
'Suburb at Night'. (PH) 
LF, 11, 2 (June 1957), 100-21, extract from novel, The Race. (RF) 
NZL, 5 April, review of radio programmes. (RF). 
NZL, 12 April, review of radio programmes. (RF). 
NZL, 29 March, review of radio programmes. (RF). 
NZL, 17 May, 'Suburb at Night'. (PH) 
NZL, 27 September, 'The Bell Morning'. (PH) 
NZL, 27 December, 'Antarctic Airlift, Harewood 1956'. (PH) 

1958 NZL, 24 April, 'NearHurunui'. (PH) 
LF, 12, 1 (March 1958), 6-7, 'Elegy'. (PH) 
NZL, 18 July, 'Japanese Flower Arrangement'. (PH) 
NZL, 29 August, letter to editor on New Zealand Poetry. (PH) 
NZBS 8 October, radio talk on 'Bookshop' programme, on why a writer 
writes. (RF) 
NZL, 31 October, 'Friday Lunch Hour'. (PH) 
NZBS radio book review (3YA) of Justice of the Heart by E. Arnot 
Robertson. 
NZPYBK, 8 (1958-59), pp.44-5, 'Letter to Nuku'Alofa', 'Rain Forest, 
Cascade Creek'. (PH) 
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1958 
1959 

1960 

1961 

1962 

The Race (London: Constable & Co. Ltd.). (RF) 
NZL, 13 March, 'Leaving Paraparaumu'. (PH) 
LF, 13, 2 (June 1959), 147-48, 'Pegasus'. (RF) 
NZL, 24 April, letter to the editor about Boris Pasternak. (RF) 
NZL, 11 September, 'Aunt Mary's Second-best Cardigan', story. (RF) 
NZL, 16 October, 'Late at Night, Lambton Quay'. (PH) 
NZPYBK, 9 ( 1960), pp.60-1, 'The Lost Island'. (PH) 
NZL, 12 February, 'Home is the Traveller', story. (RF). 
LF, 14, 1 (March 1960), 54-6, RF's contribution to 'Writers in New 
Zealand: A Questionnaire'. 
NZL, 8 April, 'The Lost Island'. (PH) 
NZL, 17 June, article on turning The Race into radio play . 
NZBS, 3 July, radio play of The Race, adapted in verse by Wm Austin; 
rebroadcast 25 May 1964. 
LF, 14, 3 (September 1960), 224-32, 'The Wedding' (story entered for 
Katherine Mansfield Award, 1961, unplaced). (RF) 
NZL, 30 September, 'A Day for a Poem'. (PH) 
LF, 14, 4 (December 1960), 402--03, letter to the editor about NZBS, 
fees, and book reviewing. (RF) 
School Journal, 3 (W'mter), 33-41, 'The Men Who Lived With Moas', 
story (RF); reprinted SJ, 3, 3 (1967). 
PBNZV (1960), 'Return Journey', 'Object Lesson', After Flood'. (PH) 
LF, 15, 4 (December 1961), 303, 'My World Familiar Wakes'. (PH) 
NZL, 21 July, 'The Coach to Maungakaramea', story. (RF) 
SchoolJournal, 3 (Winter), reprint of story 'Stoves and Sea-Fever', first 
published April, 1953. 
The Halting Place (Christchurch: The Caxton Press). (PH). 
Ice Cold River (London: Constable & Co. Ltd.) (RF) 
LC, p.259, 'Elegy'. (PH) 
Books in Dunedin (n.s.) 1, 4 (December 1962), 1,3,5,7, 'The Writer as 
a Person', text of talk RF gave at Dunedin Public Library, 17 July 1962. 

1963 NZL, 25 January, letter to editor on 'tragic pregnancies'. (RF) 
NZL, 5 April, article, 'The Human Element'. (RF) 
MATE, 11 (July), 17-25, 'Friends and Neighbours', story entered for 
the 1963 Katherine Mansfield Award, unplaced. (RF) 

1964 NZBS, radio talk on 'Bookshop' programme, 'Books are for People'. 
(RF) 
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1964 The Shining Year (Wellington: School Publications Branch, Dept of 
Education, 1964) 40pp; illustrated by Stephen Furlonger. (RF) 
NZL, 17 April, 'The Sun Falling'. (PH) 
NZBS, 25 May, radio play, The Race adapted by Wm Austin, rebroad
cast (first broadcast 3 July 1960). 
LF, 18, 2 (June 1964), 132-33. 'The Three Bulls', 'For Helena'. (PH) 
NZL, 31 July, 'Above Lyttelton'. (PH) 
NZL, 11 December, 'Nor' Wester'. (PH) 

1965 LF, 19, I (March 1965), 17-18, 'Beside the Water'. (PH) 
MR, 6 (August 1965), 18-20, 'The Sanguine Temperament', article. 
(RF) 
NZBS, 6 September radio version of Ice Cold River. (RF) 
NZL, 19 November, 'Also Near Lake Emma'. (PH) 

1966 The Press (Christchurch), 26 February, 5, 12, 19, 26 March, 2 April, 
articles, 'The Face of a City'. (RF) 
Evening Star (Christchurch), 8 January, article, 'Mt Peel and the Acland 
Family'. (RF) 
New Poems, 1965: A PEN Anthology of Contemporary Poetry ed. C.V. 
Wedgwood (London: Hutchinson, 1966), 82, 'The Three Bulls'. 

1967 The Press (Christchurch), articles (RF): 
21 March, 'Men, Gardens and Cities', I 
28 March, 'Men, Gardens and Cities', II 
4 April, 'Graves Worthy of Preservation in Barbadoes Street Cemetery'. 
11 April, 'Christchurch in the Twenties, I: Changes in Business and 
residential areas'. 
18 April, 'Christchurch in the 'Twenties, II: Modern Transport has 
Changed City's Way of Life'. 
NZL, 11 August, book review of Short Stories of Australia: The Lawson 
Tradition and Happiness by Katharine Susannah Prichard. (RF) 
NZL, 27 October, book review of Collected Essays (4 vols) by Virginia 
Woolf. (RF) 
SchoolJournal, 3, 3, reprint of story, 'The Men Who Lived WithMoas', 
first printed SJ, 3 (Winter, 1960). 

1968 NZL, 26 January, book review of Short Stories of Australia: The Mod
erns. (RF) 
NZL, 23 February, book review of No La.ughing Matter by Angus Wil
son. (RF) 
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1968 Poet: An International Monthly (New Zealand Number), May 1968, 
pp.22-3, 'On Coming Out Into the Botanic Gardens After Seeing the 
Paintings of Ivon Hitchens'. (PH) 
NZL, 7 June, book review of The Collected Stories of Muriel Spark. 
(RF) 

1970 ATCNZP-(1), pp.145-48, 'Object Lesson', 'Return Journey', 'Elegy', 
'IThinkofThose'. (PH) 

1971 Nowhere Far From the Sea, ed. Helen M. Hogan, (1971), 'Air Race', 
p.33; 'Harewood',p.35; 'UnfinishedHouse',p.45. (PH) 

1976 <J,.TCNZP-(2), pp.153-57, 'Object Lesson', 'Return Journey', 'Elegy', 
'IThinkofThose'. (PH) 

1981 Mystical Choice: 47 Poems by New Zealand Poets, ed. Helen Shaw, 
(1981), 'On Coming Out Into the Botanic Gardens After Seeing the 
Paintings of Ivon Hitchens', unpaginated. (PH) 

1983 OANZW, pp.58-9, 'Elegy', 'I Think of Those'. (PH) 
1985 PBNZV, pp.226-27, 'Return Journey', 'Shag Rock'. (RF) 
1987 ATCNZP-(3), pp.123-26, 'Object Lesson', 'Return Journey', 'Elegy', 

'I Think of Those'. (PH) 
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