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A Book of South African Verse — Selected and Introduced 
by Guy Butler. Published by Oxford University Press, 19^9. 
Price 2 is. 6d. 

A N anthologist of South African English verse must decide from 
the start whether he wants to illustrate the national pat tern of 
literary versifying or whether he intends an anthology of poems 
that can be enjoyed. The late Mr. Francis Carey-Slater's 
anthology provided for the first need—if it is a need. Wha t 
would do most good, in a country overrun wi th historical self-
consciousness, would be an anthology concocted quite irres
ponsibly by a lover of poetry who cared not a rap for literary 
history, but merely put in a number of South African poems he 
had specially enjoyed. 

Professor Guy Butler is both a poet and an academic, and his 
anthology, 'A Book of South African Verse, is an a t tempt at 
a compromise be tween the two approaches. The poets are 
reasonably well represented. Campbell, Plomer, Prince, 
Madge, Fuller, Clouts, Wright , and Butler himself are not all 
of them indubitably South African, but they have all wri t ten 
poems that are wor th reading as poems. Taken together, their 
work occupies a good share of the anthology. But Professor 
Butler has not forgotten the academic's duty. He is not content 
wi th a ha 'por th of bread to such an intolerable deal of sack, 
but sandwiches in a good deal of dry biscuit, some of it worm-
eaten. Pringle's verse, for example, is of interest to the 
historian, to the sociologist, and perhaps even to the literary 
historian. But as poetry it is dismal stuff, still-born when it was 
wr i t ten , and long-dead today. Professor Butler of course 
knows this perfectly well , but he has thought it his duty to the 
academic profession to preserve the mummified relics as exhibits 
in the museum of literary history. Much the same objection 
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might be made against the inclusion of verse which illustrates 
not even literary history, but only the author's private diffi
culties, or his 'sensitive' observation of unusual places. 

But although historical piety and some uncritical charity 
towards the living have been allowed too large an influence, this 
is the best anthology of South African verse that has yet appeared. 
The genuine poets—Campbell, Plomer, Prince, Madge, Wright, 
Clouts, Fuller and Butler himself—have been allowed a good 
proportion of the available space, and the examples from their 
work have been on the whole well chosen. These provide a 
sufficient body of serious poetry to give ballast to the vessel, 
and enable it to carry a certain amount of tophamper without 
capsizing. 

To be self-consciously anything but a poet is usually bad for a 
poet. Shelley as a republican and atheist, Tennyson as a Briton, 
Hugo as a Buonapartist, and Walt Whitman 'inciting the eagle of 
Liberty to soar', are all embarrassing to readers today. The 
plague of English South African poetry is a recurrent self-
consciousness, an awkward worrying about ancestors, environ
ment, and social problems. Roy Campbell was not immune 
from this worry, but he brazened it out with an assumed assurance 
and insolence, and finally escaped from the worry by becoming a 
resident of Spain. Plomer worried too, identified his fear, and 
packed up and left. Madge, Prince, and Wright have also left. 
The imaginative English-speaking South African, it seems, can 
be at home anywhere but in South Africa; for home is a place 
where you can forget yourself and cease to be self-conscious, and 
here everything conspires to make the English poet guiltily 
aware of himself and his history. 

The poems by Clouts included in this anthology illustrate this 
well enough. There are one or two of his best lyrics—clear 
and hard as crystals, yet most tender in feeling. But together 
with a poem like "The Sleeper" we find two poems about Roy 
Kloof, who suffers from a split personality. His Christian name 
is English but his surname is Afrikaans. "Rock" and "shire" 
are divorced within him: 

"Division incarnate! An unhappy role! 
My country has given me a flint for a soul". 

I am a great admirer of Clouts' poetry, and I am sorry to see 
that this awkward stuff has been given such prominence. South 
Africa has not given Sidney Clouts a rock for a soul, and the 
pretence that it has is really rather foolish. South Africa has 
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permi t ted him to grow up wi th a singularly keen eye and lively 
imagination, and no doubt it asks h im to pay the price that all 
awareness demands. Something of that price is indicated in the 
poem entit led " W i t h i n " , where the division be tween self and 
reality is finely explored. But it is a far cry from percept ion of 
this kind to the self-dramatising of " R o y Kloof". 

In Wrigh t ' s work , this sense of not belonging to any one place 
is managed less awkwardly, because it is suffused wi th a de
liberately childlike nostalgia. W e are no t to take it too 
seriously, for the poet has come to terms wi th himself and his 
history. In Delius ' poem " T h e P i lg r ims" , there is a healthy 
movement of mind in which irony works tonically against the 
worry about where one really " b e l o n g s " : 

" T h e passing of land-birds overhead 
I heard near dawn on every sea, 
the dogged sky reforms, and home 
myself shouts welcome from the quay ' ' . 

The theme is continually recur rent , almost an obsession. 
Surely there never was a body of poets so preoccupied wi th 
arrivals and departures, home, the Pole Star and the Southern 
Cross, voyages of discovery, ruins, relics, and geographical 
landmarks. This preoccupat ion wi th the self and its place in the 
wor ld is very different from creative introspect ion. " L o o k in 
thy heart and wr i te ! ' ' said Sidney's Muse. " L o o k at thyself and 
w r i t e " is too often the rule followed by South African poets . 
Of course in some of t hem this bother ing about themselves 
struggles towards sanity, yet it must be admit ted that a few of the 
contemporary poets are represented in this anthology by poems 
in which they seem to hug their " p r o b l e m s " to their breasts. 

This is by no means to assert that poets should no t deal wi th 
the complexities and the pain of personal experience. Nor 
would I suggest that they should be indifferent to the "social 
p r o b l e m s " around them, or to the facts of history as they persist 
in the life of today. Wha t I complain of is an exaggerated 
concern for oneself as a member of a particular group—as a 
Christian amongst heathens, a W h i t e man among Blacks or 
Coloureds, an Englishman among Afrikaners, a European in 
Africa, or a South African in Europe. Some such concern is 
perhaps right, and in any case unavoidable. W e might even 
believe that Wordswor th ' s Highland Lass was suspected of 
singing of " o l d unhappy far-off things, and battles long ago 
because Wordswor th as a travelling rooinek felt guilty about 
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Culloden, as well he might. But he at least allowed for the 
possibility of 

" . . . some more humble lay 
Familiar mat te r of today, 
Some natural sorrow, loss, or pain, 
That has been, and may be again ." 

But when Campbell sees a Zulu girl suckling a baby he can see 
nothing but a member of a "sweat ing gang" from whose breast 
the baby is imbibing the memory of defeat and the hope of 
revenge. The Whi t e South African is at the mercy of history, 
which at the same t ime is politics. And this as it seems to me is 
a familiar disease in South African English poetry . The poet 
is forever worrying about his place in space and t ime, in South 
Africa and in her history. It becomes difficult for him to see 
o ther people as persons, and to forget himself in that contem
plation. Butler 's poem about the Cape Coloured Batman is a 
good example. The Batman is as sympathetically seen as are the 
rustics in Gray's Elegy. But he is seen historically, ethnically, 
and sociologically. Compare Uys Krige's recent Afrikaans 
poems about coloured people . They are people who happen 
to be coloured, not people who illustrate what it is to be 
Coloured. And Krige feels no sense of guilt or of unauthorised 
intrusion. He enters into their lives wi th gusto. 

Campbells ' satire was an a t tempt to escape from this tendency 
to lose the particular in the general. It is a pity that not more of 
the "Ve ld Ec logue" is given in this anthology, for the tone of 
contempt wi th which Campbell treats the enslaving categories 
of South African thought is essentially heal thy: 

" T h i n k not that I on racial questions touch, 
For one was Durban-born, the other Dutch . 
I draw no line between t h e m ; for the two 
Despise each other , and wi th reason t o o ! " 

But this reasonable contempt for the fuss about ' ' racial o r ig ins" 
hardly extends, in Campbell, beyond the colour l ine. 

Nobody could accuse the poets represented in this anthology 
of being thoughtless or irresponsible. They are perhaps too 
much weighed down by the sense of history, by a feeling of 
responsibility for others , and by the determination not to indulge 
in rhe tor ic . Even Delius ' satire is in its way careful and 
scientific. The trouble perhaps is that they know too much to 
indulge in facile indignation or simple feelings of any kind. 
But the poet must transcend the individual person and his guilt 
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and hesitation ! 
4 ' W h e n such as I cast out remorse 
So great a sweetness flows into the breast 
W e must laugh and we must sing, 
W e are blest by everything, 
Everything we look upon is b le s t . " 

South African poets are disarmingly frank about themselves, 
and this is one of their virtues. But their view of themselves 
and of the wor ld is d immed and blurred by failure to transcend 
their individual selves and speak as poets l iberated by their task. 
They could learn much from Yeats, of w h o m Mr. Eliot has 
wr i t ten that ' ' un l ike many wri ters , he cared more for poetry 
than for his own reputat ion as a poet or his pic ture of himself 
as a p o e t " . It is the p ic ture of themselves as poets , and as 
South African poets, that gets in the way of their wri t ing be t t e r . 
In this anthology there is a good deal of personal frankness, but 
there is too little poetry that is simply forgetful of self. 

Professor G. H. D U R R A N T 
Head oj the Dept. oj English at the University of Natal 
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