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Essay 1

Identity Implications: A Question from “The Muse of Australia”


To say that Henry Kendall was a currency lad rather than a writer “on his way to becoming Australian” as put forth by Michael Ackland (Ackland, 1986: 73) is to say that Kendall thought of himself as an Australian. According to Ackland, there is little doubt of this since Kendall was born on the Australian continent and titled himself N. A. P. for Native Australian Poet. That is to say, if the reader is to take into account author intent, then there is little doubt that Kendall was a currency lad and not “on his way . . .” A huge question mark should start flashing in bright neon lights when one reads carefully Kendall’s poem “The Muse of Australia” as it raises the question of whether or not Kendall truly feels Australian or if he is just trying very hard to create the image that he is Australian, a currency lad. The poem is one of desire, desperation, and disconnection.


The first impression of Kendall’s “The Muse of Australia” is summed in a pleasant cheeriness for the poem’s speaker, a poet, perhaps Kendall, in search of a beautiful female muse and the speaker’s will to commune with Australian nature. The speaker wants to be a part of nature and expound on its beauty through poetry. A closer reading, as closer readings often do, reveals more, unravelling this question of identity. Throughout the poem, the speaker is searching. Since this is a short piece comprised of only sixteen lines divided into two stanzas, there is little trouble with examining the poem stanza by stanza.

1 Where the pines with the eagles are nestled in rifts,

2      And the torrent leaps down to the surges,

3 I have followed her, clambering over the clifts,

4      By chasms and moon-haunted verges,

5 I know she is fair as the angels are fair,

6 For I have caught a faint glimpse of her there;

7 A glimpse of her face and her glittering hair,

8      And a hand with the Harp of Australia? (Kendall, 1862)

The question mark at the end of the first stanza recalls that this is a question. The speaker is calling out, “Where are you Muse?” More importantly, the punctuation signals the uncertainty of the speaker. The speaker is searching for an image of a beautiful woman, and there is no doubt that this is of the utmost importance to the speaker. It is important enough for the speaker to risk life and limb as found in the vocabulary Kendall chose for the nature imagery.


The places Kendall’s speaker has followed the Muse are all very violently displayed: pine trees and eagles living in “rifts”; mountain streams flowing to the ocean are “torrent[s] leaping down to the surges”; the speaker is going through “chasms and moon-haunted verges” to find the Muse. Verges is slightly ambiguous on its own as it may be a far reaching border or frontier, a definition describing verges as threatening because frontiers evoke a fear of the unknown, or the verges could be planted plots of land near a road which by its relative closeness to civilisation is not as threatening as the more dramatically portrayed natural scenes. This ambiguity is overshadowed by its preceding adjective “moon-haunted”, though. The moon is not brightly illuminating the verges. It is haunting them with shadows that conceal the unknown and evoke fear as ghosts do. The speaker’s personal risk is underlined by line 3, “I have followed her, clambering over the clifts,” because the reader is told in this line that the speaker is not navigating his journey deftly or gracefully. Rather, the speaker is “clambering”, moving clumsily, on the “clifts”, and presumably through each of the dangerous places described. The attention to the personal risk the speaker is undertaking to find this female image is significant in understanding the importance of the search to the speaker in that it points to the desperation resident within the search. The speaker is willing to risk injury traversing over this rough terrain to reach the Muse. The speaker is unable to sate his desire for the Muse by safe means, so in desperation the speaker undertakes to seek the Muse in dangerous places. This is information from the first four lines of the poem. Up to this point the reader is unaware of exactly who or what the speaker is seeking.

The next four lines describe the object of the speaker’s desire, the Muse of Australia. It is interesting to note that the image of the Muse of Australia is “fair as the angels are fair” (line 5). This is of note for a few reasons. Firstly, the Muse is female. This makes it possible to view the speaker as male. By reading the speaker as male the search is made even more significant because it is placed in very human terms of sexual desire. Secondly, the Muse is described in European terms of beauty. She is fair like the angels of Christian lore. Kendall has made the Muse of Australia a beautiful European woman related in her beauty to Christian values. This is curious since white Europeans are not native to Australia but have been transplanted onto the continent. One would expect that the Muse of Australia would be a native within the land—as would be expected by the speaker’s search through all of the “rifts,” “torrents,” “clifts,” and “verges,” natural scenes, of Australia, but by using these transplanted European images of beauty to describe the Muse of Australia the reader is told that the Muse of Australia is not Australian at all. This is a problem considering that to have the Muse of Australia is to be able to express Australia, especially nature in this instance, through poetry. If the speaker were to have this poem’s Muse, the poetic expression of Australia would be impossible. The stanza finishes with the speaker questioning, “For have I not caught a glimpse of her there;/A glimpse of her face and her glittering hair, /And a hand with the Harp of Australia?”


Has the speaker seen this Muse holding the Harp of Australia? The tacitly asked question within the written question is whether he will ever catch her. It is in the second stanza that this tacitly posed query is given voice and answered.


9
I never can reach you, to hear the sweet voice

              10                So full with the music of fountains!

              11           Oh! when will you meet with that soul of your choice,

              12                 Who will lead you down here from the mountains?

              13            A lyre-bird lit on a shimmering space;

              14            It dazzled mine eyes and I turned from the place,

              15            And wept in the dark for a glorious face,

              16                 And a hand with the Harp of Australia!           (Kendall, 1862)

This stanza is an exclamation of the speaker’s thwarted desire. The speaker never can reach this image he is seeking. Kendall has posed the question tacitly in the first stanza then states it specifically through his speaker’s direct speech to the Muse in lines eleven and twelve, “Oh! when will you meet with that soul of your choice, /Who will lead you down from the mountains?” This should not be confused with a statement addressed to a physically realised Muse standing before the speaker. This is a soliloquy giving voice to his desire. The speaker wants his search to end, to have the Muse of Australia appear to him, to have the Muse choose him to lead her out of the mountains. Understood as a soliloquy, it is evident that the speaker is alone. Kendall’s speaker is then broken from his solitary pining by a lyre-bird, a creature of Australia’s nature, landing and taking up his attention. The use of the word “dazzled” is key in that is blinded or overwhelmed him in such a fashion that it caused him to turn away from where he was dreaming of the Muse. After this, he weeps in the dark “for a glorious face, /And a hand with the Harp of Australia!” This image invokes darkness in opposition to enlightenment. There was no realisation of his search. The speaker was shocked from his dreaming and wishing for the Muse to come to him by a surprise visit from a lyre-bird to the reality that he is alone and will never reach this Muse of Australia or a “hand with the Harp pf Australia!”


This poem was described at the beginning of this essay as one of desire, desperation, and disconnection. After the analysis of “The Muse of Australia,” the meaning of this statement is apparent. The speaker desires the Muse of Australia. This desire is described by the great lengths he has taken in searching for her and by the polarity of male seeking female that adds the element of sexual desire and making it desperately personal to the speaker. Kendall’s speaker wants to find the Muse so that he may express Australia through poetry. But, the speaker is actually disconnected from Australia as read in the image that he is searching for. By seeking a female based on European ideals of beauty his search for the Muse of Australia is doomed. He is seeking a European Muse. Furthermore, the speaker realises something to this effect when he is blinded by something that is Australian, the lyre-bird, and he is forced to weep in the dark with the knowledge that he is alone without the Muse. Does the detachment found in the speaker of “The Muse of Australia” signify that Kendall is not an Australian, a currency lad, but merely on his way? This question is not as straightforward as it may seem.


There are a few different ways of looking at the poem. The argument that this poem shows Kendall is not truly “Australian” identifies Kendall directly with the poem’s speaker. This argument reports that Kendall himself was stricken with desperation to connect to Australia by way of a fruitless search for an ideal that did not exist natively in Australia. From this point of view Kendall is simply a displaced Englishman working within the framework of established imperial control. Kendall is the poem’s speaker and is himself wrapped up in the idea of appropriating the physical landscape making it European. He wishes to “lead [the Muse] down from the mountains” (line 12) to tame her and make her his, not a huge leap from the imperial conquest of the continent. He already has made the Muse his in a sense by describing her in European terms. The opposition to this argument is found in Michael Ackland’s “Nature through Currency Lad Eyes: Wentworth, Harpur, Kendall, and Australian Verse Tradition,” the article that inspired this exercise. Ackland states that Kendall as well as two other Australian poets of the same time period, “while they responded to an international poetic and ideational context, was primarily concerned with the interpretation and imaginative appropriation of the new land” (Ackland, 1986: 74). The focus is on the “interpretation and imaginative appropriation,” particularly imaginative, of Australia. He further explains, 

. . . what constitutes Australian verse is to be judge by its matter rather than its manner. The crucial factor is a genuine concern with the land and its people, a preoccupation with environment not as a place of exile but as an independent homeland in the southern hemisphere. Naturally a poet will draw upon established models consistent with his own point of view . . . (Ackland, 1986: 75).

According to this statement, it makes no difference how the Muse if described. The fact that the subject is Australian, the Muse is called the Muse of Australia, and not the European imagery is important for the reader to grasp. The European muse described in the poem is merely a limit of language because “Naturally a poet would draw upon established models consistent with his own point of view.” In other words, Ackland believes that it is acceptable to assume that the poet as speaker (because this argument like the first assumes the speaker of the poem and Kendall are one) adheres to the writer’s axiom of ‘write what you know’. Kendall writes a European ideal of beauty because that is what he is familiar with; he is white and of European descent. Neither argument has room for the other in it. Proponents of the argument that Kendall is not Australian are left pointing at “The Muse of Australia” with its disconnection and tacit otherness that Australia is read as because it is not being properly described with anti-imperialistic terms. Ackland is left pulling his hair and gritting his teeth because the other argument fails to accept that the mere fact that Kendall is wrestling with the identity of Australia is proof enough that he is a currency lad. On he idea of wrestling with identity a transition might be made into one more possibility resting on the shoulders of the astute reader.


If the reader separates the speaker from the identity of Kendall, if Kendall is not the man searching for the Muse in this poem, then for the anti-imperialists who do not want Kendall to be Australian the poem is a sermon on what not to do. It is a statement directly from Kendall stating that the search for a European muse in the mountainous wilderness of Australia is the wrong thing to do if one wishes to connect with Australia. The Ackland argument is unaffected, so it can remain. This is not to say that Kendall gazed into a crystal ball to foresee the debate over his Australian-ness, but it is possible for Kendall to have been aware enough of himself to take on the difficult task of unravelling the concept of identity. In fact, Ackland writes a compelling article highlighting Kendall’s preoccupation with metamorphoses and identity change throughout his life’s work (Ackland, 1991). Also, in a piece published in the Southerly, H. P. Heseltine explores the notion that Kendall’s preoccupation with his personal identity overshadows any “vague nationalist ideal that Kendall made no attempt to realize in its minute, practical particulars” (Heseltine, 1981: 371). To this he adds, “There is nothing . . . in either the biographical record or the poems themselves to indicate that the deliberate creation of a national poetic culture rated high among the priorities of the youthful Kendall” (Heseltine, 1981: 372). This is because “The need to construct a self . . . was the primal need of all [Australian] nineteenth-century poets” (Heseltine, 1981: 388). Throughout the greater body of his life’s work, Kendall’s focus was not so much on being the Native Australian Poet but of having a personal identity. At the beginning of this exercise the poem “The Muse of Australia” called for an analysis of whether Kendall should be seen as Ackland’s currency lad or not quite Australian. By being not quite Australian it is meant that he was most likely a displaced citizen of the British Isles. By being displaced it is meant that the identity of the group or individual described, in this instance Kendall, has been displaced. Displacement of identity leads to confusion of identity and a search for a new definition of what identity is. Ackland in some respect and Heseltine certainly would agree that this is what is what is seen in Kendall’s work, and certainly “The Muse of Australia”. Kendall is seeking a personal identity. When he uses the European muse to describe the Muse of Australia it is a symptom of his own confusion of identity. Kendall is of the first generation born on the Australian continent to immigrants form Great Britain, and no matter what is said about his aspirations to Nationalism, he is living within and responding to the system of British rule and British imperialism. This means that Kendall’s “The Muse of Australia” should be read from this perspective, specifically as Second World literature.


Within the context of Second World literature, as discussed by Stephen Slemon (Slemon, 1995), the reader is able to read the work with respect to the displaced identity or examine the identity that is so ambiguously portrayed. The work becomes an encompassing question concerning the identity rather than a statement that Kendall is a writer becoming Australian or a currency lad already Australian. It is an encompassing question because it bridges the gap between to arguments. The main arguments described earlier assume a one or the other situation. The implications of the arguments are that Kendall is the colonizer and cannot possibly identify with Australia as exampled by his disconnection form the continent, so his work must be considered European and studied as such. Or, Kendall is one hundred percent Australian simple because he is concerned with an Australian identity, and his work must be considered Australian and studied as such. Ultimately, these two opposites must be fused. It is evident that there is disconnection found within “The Muse of Australia,” but it is equally as evident that in this poem as in much of Kendall’s poetry the question of identity tied to the Australian environment is wrestled with. Whether this poem is Kendall’s personal search for the Muse or his warning of the wrong path to take in search of the Muse makes little difference. It is an interest in identity effected by his European-ness but attempting to fit his native-ness that places this poem squarely in the middle. Kendall is both a currency lad, a true Australian, and “on the way to becoming Australian”. The penultimate implication is that “The Muse of Australia” and other similar works cannot be shoved to one side and ignored by the other. It must be considered by both readers, all readers, to investigate, among other concepts, at least how complicated identity can be. An upsetting conclusion to some, certainly, but the world is only written in black and white. When one considers the contexts in which these letters are written, then identity and it’s implications are not so simple.
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