745

Shodh, Samiksha aur Mulyankan (International Research Journal)—ISSN-0974-2832 Vol. 11, Issue-6 (Feb.09-April.09)

JOHN TRANTER'S OEUVRE : AN APPRAISAL

Born in 1943, John Tranter is the leading
Australian poet of hisgeneration. He has published
15 collectionsof verse including Selected Poemsin
1982, TheFl oor of Heavenin 1992, At TheFloridain
1993, Heart Print 2001, Studio Moonin 2003. Heisalso
theeditor of freelnternet magazine Jacket. Thepoetry
of other Australian poetsafter acertain phaseof time
becomes stagnant but Tranter's poetry is still
developing. His poetry possesses certain
characteristicswhichdistinguishit from much recent
Austraian Poetry. Most Austraian poetseither accept
without question the cultural presuppositionsor else
rhetorically adopt personal or social mythsthat create
aspacefor thesubject. Either way the poetry produced
makesnoformal demandsonthereader, itworksoften
to provideapleasing effect, inagiven set of stylistic
referenceswhile avoiding smplicity and rhetoric. To
guote John Forbes: Tranter' simagery and concerns
remainsocia and not private, andthetension between
thisand hisattemptsto demolish thetypesof subject
whichsuchapublic gpproach normally employs, gives
hispoemsan edge of social comment.* John Tranter
first penned down histhoughtswhen hewasinthe
last year at high school. Thepoemwaspublishedin
theschool magazine, arather dreamy landscape poem,
infreeverse. But hisfirst official edition of poemswas
publishedin 1970titled Parallax. Sincethen Tranter
hasbeen creating ripplesin the ocean of Australian
poetry by hisinnovativeand energetic styleof writing.
"Hispoetry of the past yearsstandsastestimony toa
kind of survival - of itsown continual self-renewal, of
the perils of 'talking falsely' of desire and its
consequences." 2 Heisapoet par excellence. Oneof
themost remarkablethingsof Tranter asapoetisthat
hehasbeen growing not only in hisstaturebut alsoin
hismind and art ever sincehe started hispoetic career.
Heis still making experiments both in content and
style. However, thevery growth of Tranter asapoet
seemsto have passed through three distinct phases.

Thefirst phase beginning with the publication of
Parallax in 1970 lasted for hardly adecadethat istill
the publication of Crying in Early Infancy (1977).
Tranter' sinitial worksreflect hisoutlook wherehefelt
himself tobeapart of ageneration of young Australian
poets- whowereall trying to do new thingssay during
late60'sand early 70's.

* Dr. Rashmi Bhatnagar

This group of young poets later known as
'Generation 68 reflectstheir consciousrebel liousness
against thevaluesof previousgenerations. Thepoetic
scene in 60's was a bit conservative. But with
progression of year and probably during the last
decades the stirrings could be felt. There was the
Vietnam War and a so theinfluence of rock androll,
drugs etc. could be perceived in the society and
gradually thethingswereshiftingandtakingaturn. It
ishere, that Tranter'spoetry projectsthechange, itis
apart of the movement in progress and a positive
movement which aims towards openness and
internationalism:

But asTranter progressesthrough yearswith his
emotions an thoughts in his new collections, we
observe an organising pattern behind hispoems. In
fact, thepoeminthecollection Cryingin Early Infancy:
100 sonnets seems to mimic and echo each other.
Tranter has very subtly and comprehensively
summarised histhoughtsin 14 lines. In No. 20 has
very beautifully juxtaposedimagesof lifeand book:

Thisbook'sacatalogueof dreams

justlikemy lifeinwhich

every day hasabeginning,

amiddle and anend

CryinginEarly Infancy, p. 17)

Theuniquecharacteristic quality of thisphase of
poems is the interfusion of experience and
experimentation intermsof thought and theme.

Inthefirst phase Tranter presentshimself asan
intellectua (by theenviablerangeof referencesthat
he uses in his poems) and also one notices the
developing city culture theme that becomes a
prominent aspect in hissecond phase. Tranter, infirst
phase tries to assemble the momentary and the
scattered themesaround himinto different modes of
poetry beitlyric or sonnet. He setstrendsin poetry
with hisversatility and prolificity. Asamatter of fact
hewrote mainly of things heknew from hispersonal
experienceswhich werefull of anguish and all that
stuff. Onpersonal grounds, Tranter had dark sidesto
hisvision because many peopledied when hewas19-
20, say hisfather, hisgrand uncleand thereforethe
poemshaveadark tonetothem.

Withthe coming of 80's Tranter'spoetry takesa
welcome digression and according to Andrew
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Johnston "It'sthe beginning of ashift in Tranter's
poetry, from mocking the gestures of the putative
conservatism mainstream to mocking its own gestures,
from scorn to irony, from Modernism, one might
nervously suggest to post modernism." 3

Taking asubjective stance, onemay suggest that
the second phase of Tranter's poetry reflectsall his
diversemoodsand emotionwhich areaptly presented
inextendedformsindifferent collections.

Thetone of these poemsin the second collection
arequiteagainquite, steadier, easier and lessfraught
thanthe ones'inthepreviouscollection. Thereare
poemswhich aresober and reflectiveaswell. Tocite:

...Somethingyou can't see

holdsit all together. What isit? L ast

springthey painted thehouseamateurss,

NorthLight',UB,p.8)

AsTranter, advancesin hispoemsheacquires
morefreedomin hiswritingsand putsasidebelief and
disbelief and gives himself completely to the
devel oping moment of thepoem. Tranter'scollection
TheFloor of Heaven projectsyet another dimension
of hispoetic skill where Tranter treatsthe theme of
'city culture' inalengthy sequenceof four partswhich
may aptly betitled 'versenovellas. Tranter heredepicts
narrative stylesin an excellent manner and we have
poemswhicharehighly visua, cut from sceneto scene
andimageafterimageto produceacinematic effect. In
thefirst phase and probably with the beginning of
second phase, Tranter projectshimself asacerebral
contemporary poet and then with asurprising and
exhilarating change of direction he puts common
experiences in emotions and verse which have a
peculiar harmony, sweetnessand areyet harsh, cruel
and candid reflecting themodern scenario:

Thesun drafted out from behind acloud

and awarm light spilled acr ossthepark.

('Gloria’, TFOH,p.25)

Though Tranter has been called an experimenter
with verse but thisbecomes morevalid during this
phase. In Atthe Floridadepict, not only hisfondness
for narrative so explicitly noticed in The Floor of
Heaven but hetakesanother formal departureinverse,
mixespoetry and proseinagroup of hybrid"haibun”
based on 17th century Japanese form of writing.
Tranter though noticed theformin John Ashbery's
1985 collection of poemsyet he doesn't copy it as
such. Hereconstructsand reinventsit, witha20line
stanzaof freeversefollowed by apassage of prose.

Inthe second phasewedecipher that histhemes
areversdtile, hisstyleelegant andinnovativeandthe
depthinhispoemsisunfathomable. Hisvoice seems
tobecomemorevoca and hispoetry sweepsthewhole
world by itsbold diction and by itssublimity. Asa
poet, he searchesfor new avenuesandistoalarger
extentissuccessful in portraying theminhispoems.

The poetic graph of Tranter seemsto bemoving
up and up during therecent years. Though heisnow
kneedeepinto e-editing and stuff related toit yet the
collections prove hisprominenceand authenticity in
contemporary Australian poetry scene.

Hisrecent collectionsnamely Late Night Radio,
Ultra, Heart Print etc. arean extended versionsof his
Il phase where Tranter'sworks conspicuously and
meticulously observed reveal his impressions of
everyday lifeandreferencesto humanity incars, parks,
restaurantsbars. Theseimpressionswhich he pens
downareof our everyday worldand, hence, hispoems
automatically become areflection of our day to day
life Tranter'scollection arearesult of few accumul ated
yearsand specially theonelike Studio Moon which
haspoemswritten during thelast 15 yearsareinthe
mode of ahomage, conversation or to be precisea
kind of dialoguewith certain poetsfromtheNew Y ork
School withwhom Tranter admitshewasfascinated a
lot. Tranter flitsfrom poem to poem making them more
energetic, explicit and readabl e; varieshispatternand
stylefrom sonnet to discursive prose and focuses
sharply on the contemporary scene shifting the
paradigmsfrom political toreligiousand from public
to personal .

Thefuturedirection of Tranter' spoetry hintsat
thegeniuswithwhich hewill continueto expressand
jot, to discover and to invent, to experience and to
experiment poetry inthe modern scenario; trying to
digit out fromvery nook and corner. It can beasserted
that Tranter isgoing to assumelInternationalismina
wider context. Hisendeavor isnot only tocreate poetry,
but to preserveand transmit good poetry by making it
anaccessibleand affordableart for commonmanis
worth mentioning. Tranter's poetry touchesour heart
and mind alikebecauseit generatesfromour inside
andoutsideworld. Werelatedirectly toit becausewe
canfeel it and what we see he presentsin verse. He
leavesalittlemystery in hispoemsandthat isbecause
hispoemsdeal with deepissueswhich can and must
beexplained only inverse. But to sum up - Tranter
with hisdepth of emotions, passionsand dedications
hascreated arichlegacy of fine poetry.
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