Stevie Smith (1907-1971)

Born in Hull, Yorkshire, Smith moved to London with her mother and sister when she was only three. There, in the unfashionable suburb of Palmers Green, she and her sister Molly were largely raised by an aunt because her father was frequently away, and their mother’s health was bad. After graduating from the North London Collegiate School for Girls, Smith became a secretary in the magazine publishing house of George Newnes, where she was to work for thirty years, from 1923 to 1953. 

Continuing to live, as she would all her life, with Auntie Lion, she began to publish both poetry and fiction when she was in her early thirties. Novel on Yellow Paper; or, Work It Out for Yourself appeared in 1936, succeeded by her first volume of verse, A Good Time Was Had by All (1937), and later followed by two more novels and more than ten other collections of poetry, including Not Waving but Drowning (1957) and The Frog Prince and Other Poems (1966).

Ranging from satiric melancholy to ferocious irony, Smith’s work both celebrated and criticised the customs of a slowly declining British Empire. She had a large English readership and was awarded the Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry in 1969.

CRITICAL COMMENTS by other poets:

Philip Larkin was interested in her work. In an article, Frivolous and Vulnerable, written in 1962, he told how he found her collection of poems Not Waving but Drowning in a bookshop, and was sufficiently impressed to buy copies for his friends for Christmas. He goes on to say that this caused surprise, his friends 

‘were I think, bothered to know whether I seriously expected them to admire it. The more I insisted that I did, the more suspicious they became. An unfortunate episode.’ 
He disapproved of the fact that her poems were accompanied by drawings (the hallmark of frivolity ), and that she had published a book about Cats ( casts a shadow over the most illustrious name), but went on to say that her poems had two virtues, 

‘ they are completely original, and now and again they are moving’ and ‘ Miss Smith’s poems speak with the authority of sadness. He also wrote : ‘It is typical of Miss Smith to see something poetic move where we do not, takes a pot shot at it and forces us to admit that there was something there, even though we have never seen anything like it before.’ 
Seamus Heaney, in an essay entitled A Memorable Voice, talks of her 

'variety and inventiveness, much humour and understanding, and a constant poignancy... Death, waste, loneliness, cruelty, the maimed, the stupid, the trusting - her concerns were central ones, her compassion genuine and her vision almost tragic.
