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TheWanderer

- StevieSmith

StevieSmithwhoserealnamewasFlorenceMargaretSmith(1902–1971)

wasanEnglishpoetandnovelist.Shepublishedthreenovelsaswellasnumerous

proseworksandarticles.Howeversheisprincipallyknownasapoet.Poetrywas

herpreferredmedium.ShewasawardedtheCholmondeleyAwardforPoetsand

shealsowontheQueen’sGoldMedalforPoetry.Havingbeenraisedbyheraunt

MadgeSpearusuallyaddressedas“TheLionAunt”,Steviebecameastaunch

feministinspiteoftheVictorianatmospherearoundher.Shespentthreeyears

from theageoffivestrugglingwithtubercularperitonitisandhencebegantobe

preoccupiedwithdeath.Inmanyofherpoems,thereadercomesacrossthetheme

ofsayinggoodbyetolifeandwelcomingdeath.Sheimpliesdeathastheonlygod

whomustcomewhenheiscalled,inseveralpoemsofhers.StevieSmith’sverseis

pitchedtoaparticularfrequencyandthereforeSylviaPlathdescribedherselfas“a

desperateSmith–addict”.

StevieSmith’sshortpoem TheWandererisapasticheofIsaacWatts’moral

songforchildrencalledTheSluggard.HoweveritisalsoareworkingofBronte’s

trope.EmilyBronte’spoem TheVisionarybeginswiththesentence“Silentisthe

House”whereafigurecalledthewandererisguidedbyalampinthewindow.

Althoughgenderedmale,thewandererisnotdescribedinhumanormaterialterms

andthespeakervowsconstancytohim.InSmith’sversion,thewandererisa

ghostlyandunseenfemalepresencewhowandersinthestreetsatnight,tapping



eachwindowasshepasses,andsighing,“Youhaveweanedmetoosoon,youmust

nursemeagain”.Yettheghost“tapsinvain”ashervoiceisignoredandsheisnot

admitted:

Hervoicefliesawayonthemidnightwind,

Butwouldshebehappierifshewerewithin?

Sheishappierfarwherethenight–windsfall

Andtherearenodoorsandnowindowsatall.

Theabovelinesstatethatsheisunknowinglyhappierindeath.Hersearchforrebirth

leadingtoanotherlifeisthereforepointlessbecause,“Sheishappierfarwhere…

therearenodoorsandnowindowsatall”.Itisofgreatersignificanceastheghost

askstobenursedagain.Thedesiretobenursedisassociatedwithasearchfora

returnto theexperiencethatmaybethesourceofafemininerelationship to

language.TheWanderercouldbeassociatedwithpoeticinspiration,butratherthan

bringinglanguagetothepassivefemalepoet,Smith’sfeminizedwandererdesiresto

acquireitforherself.

Thevoiceofthewanderertellsthereaderthattoretreatintoinfancyisto

delveinto thepre– Oedipalrelationship which isderived from thevoiceand

presenceofthemother.Howeverthewandererisaghost,andthereforeshenotonly

askstobenursedagain,buttobereborninordertobenursedtoreturntothe

semioticsource.Inthiswaydeathenableslanguageacquisition.

Smith’ssourceforthefemininesourceofpoetry,manifestedinthepoem

revealsawishtofindthemother,tonurse,ortobereborninordertonurse.Similarly

TheWanderer,then,couldbeseenasaloverwhoalsofunctionsasaspiritualforce.

Herstyleisuniqueinitscombinationofseeminglyprosaicstatements,varietyof

voices,playfulmeteranddeepsenseofirony.

According to Philip Larkin’s reviews of her poem,Smith’s work is

spontaneous,utteredthoughtlesslyand‘artlessly’ratherthancrafted,andtherefore

neitherseriouslyconceivednorconsidered.Larkinconsidershertobe“awriterof

individualityandintegrity,whohadperfectedawayofwritingthat,coulddealwith

anysubjectandatoneofvoicethatcouldnotbecopied”.SoStevieSmithhasbeen



rightlydescribedas“oneofthemostmusicalBritishpoetsofthecentury”.


