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(Crawley, WA: UWA Publishing, 2021), 452 pp., PB $34.99, 
ISBN 9781760801564

Good for the Soul: John Curtin’s Life with Poetry is many things at once: an extended 
act of (great-grand) filial piety, an important supplementary work of biography, 
as well as a blow-by-blow literary/historical account of a great man’s unusual and 
consuming interest in poetry and the uses to which to put it. With so many different 
intentions it would be difficult and probably unfair to judge it by the criteria 
associated with any one of them.

Toby Davidson, its author, is a substantial Australian poet and literary scholar who also 
happens to be, as he points out himself, ‘the fourth of Curtin’s ten great-grandchildren, 
through his son John’s first child, Barbara, born eighteen months after her grandfather’s 
death in office in 1945’ (p. xi). Fortunately, Davidson does not make too much of this, 
and there would be few people on either side of Australian politics who would dispute 
his underlying assumption that John Curtin was one of our great prime ministers and 
that he played a vital role in Australia’s modern history. Neither would there be many 
who would dispute that Curtin’s almost lifelong interest in poetry is unusual (though 
not unique) for an Australian politician.

Interestingly, however, as Davidson points out, poetry (or judicious quotes from 
it) was something of a political lingua franca in Curtin’s own time. Politicians and 
other public figures would often seek to embellish or embody the points they made 
with poetic and other literary references which today’s audiences might, sadly, find 
arcane or opaque.

Before Australians devoted to poetry rejoice too much, however, in the memory of 
a prime minister who could effortlessly quote Milton and Swinburne (and expect to 
be admired for doing so), they should perhaps also be grateful for Davidson’s often 
slightly uncomfortable revelations of the uses to which it was put. They might also be 
a little disconcerted at Curtin’s occasional practice of slightly misquoting the poems 
and making occasional spelling errors in naming them or their authors. There is no 
doubt that Curtin’s love of poetry’s music and its ability to encapsulate important 
human ‘truths’ was genuine and well-founded, despite his lacking the tertiary 
education that many poets, and most of their contemporary readers, tend to have.

The first occasion on which Curtin demonstrated this love for poetry is, according 
to Davidson, at the age of 11 when he recited with two other boys in the local hall 
of Charlton in western Victoria an excerpt from Sir Walter Scott’s epic Marmion. 
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According to the East Charlton Tribune: ‘from the way in which they entered into 
the spirit of the affair it was evident that they were not only letter-perfect, but what 
is of more importance understood the meaning of what they recited’ (p. 4).

While such an accomplishment may not have been unusual in 1896—and Sir Walter 
Scott may not wear as well these days as he did then (‘Like arrow through the 
archway sprung / the ponderous grate behind him rung …’)—it is arguably the first 
sign of Curtin’s undisputed talent for oratory.

Another reason why current poetry lovers may not rejoice as much as they might 
about Curtin’s enthusiasm for poetry is that his personal canon is clearly restricted 
to what he inherited at the end of the nineteenth century. To judge from the poets 
whose works Curtin possessed in his private library—and the ones he quoted or 
reprinted in the trade union journals he edited and contributed to in the years 
around World War I—it is clear that the man was not much interested in what has 
since become the ‘modernist’ canon (even in W. B. Yeats, its arguable precursor). 
His interest was in the mainstream of English poets beginning with Chaucer, then 
passing through Shakespeare and Milton. Among the Romantics, Shelley was 
preferred, along with the early Wordsworth and Coleridge. Keats, it seems, was not 
of much interest. Blake was also a less-explicable blind spot.

Among the Victorians, Curtin was impressed by certain poems of Tennyson, the 
two Brownings, William Morris and particularly Algernon Charles Swinburne. 
Edward Fitzgerald’s translation of Omar Khayam’s Rubaiyat was also a great favourite 
(as  it was with so many others at that time). He was also well acquainted with 
the nineteenth-century Americans, most notably Whitman and Longfellow, along 
with transcendentalists such as James Russell Lowell and Oliver Wendell Holmes. 
Davidson has an instructive chapter, too, on Curtin’s annotations of Longfellow’s 
translation of Dante’s Inferno. Curtin begins by searching it keenly for contemporary 
political applications, but after several cantos seems to lose interest. Or perhaps just 
stops making notes. There is much difficulty, as Davidson concedes, in establishing 
exactly what a deceased person’s reading habits were.

With Australian poets too, Curtin’s tastes seem to have also been predominantly 
nineteenth century. The English-born Adam Lindsay Gordon is there but not so 
much Charles Harpur or Henry Kendall, let alone Christopher Brennan. Curtin 
was certainly not a ‘completist’ in his collecting. The best-represented on his shelves 
are poets he knew personally, such as Bernard O’Dowd and Mary Gilmore.

While Toby Davidson’s Good for the Soul is a heartening book to read in that 
it forcefully reminds us what a large role poetry played in the life of one of our 
most important prime ministers—and how much poetry was a part of the general 
intellectual currency of that period—it is also hard to work out exactly for whom 
the book is intended.
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It will certainly make it impossible for future biographers of John Curtin to overlook, 
or underestimate, the role of poetry in their subject’s life. For contemporary 
Australian poets and lovers of poetry, Good for the Soul will be a mixed experience. 
They will be gratified that something so important in their own lives also played 
a comparable role in the life of someone so influential. On the other hand, they 
may well be disappointed at the often-disconcerting ‘gaps’ in Curtin’s reading and 
the ways in which poetry was co-opted for extraneous purposes rather than being 
enjoyed for its own sake.

This latter objection is not to say, however, that poetry and politics do not and 
cannot mix. Some of the best poems in our language are political. Shelley’s ‘England 
in 1819’ and Blake’s ‘London’ are just two examples. It’s an explicable pity that 
nearly all of the poems Curtin chose in his editing work with trade union papers 
fall well short of these standards, no matter how idealistic their author’s intentions 
may have been. In the twentieth century the best poems of the German Bertolt 
Brecht, and the Chilean Pablo Neruda (even in translation and with an occasional 
lapse towards Stalinism) set a similarly high standard—of which Curtin was plainly 
unaware, despite their being only a decade or so younger than he.

At 452 pages, some readers may well find Good for the Soul longer than it needs to 
be. Davidson’s research has been nothing if not thorough. A number of the poems 
from the papers Curtin worked for may have been better left to the obscurity they 
merit. Inevitably, the author has a difficult time deciding just what is relevant to the 
‘poetic’ dimension of his subject and what is not. He allows himself, for instance, 
considerable detours on the work of Bernard O’Dowd and Mary Gilmore, but 
in the latter case the excursion is probably justified by revealing (yet again?) how 
infatuated poets can be at having ‘access to power’ and how politely and respectfully 
‘power’ will decline their suggestions.

On the other hand, however, poets can often have the last word. One thinks of the 
last six lines of ‘Ozymandias’ by Shelley, one of Curtin’s favourite poets:

And on the pedestal these words appear:
‘My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!’
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away.

It is somehow satisfying, after reading Good for the Soul, to know that our great 
wartime prime minister would have known these words well—even if he does not 
appear to have had quite the right opportunity to use them.
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