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Passion and spirituality came to light in words
JOYCE ISABEL LEE
PHARMACIST, POET
19-6-1913 - 22-2-2007

By ANNE CARSON

J
OI"CE Lee, who was briefly
the oldest living Australian
poet and made a unique
contribution to her art,

writing at least one poem a
week almost to the end, died in
Cabrini hospital. She was 93.

The award-winning poet had
five books of poetry published,
and wrote her final poem just
10 days before she died.

Lee was born Joyce Evans in
Murtoa and grew up in the
Wimmera where she was
shaped by "flat plains, wide
skies and the distant Grain-
pians". She wrote of her first
visit to the ocean when she was
nine years old that she felt like
"a boxer punched by ecstasy,
flattened by immensity".

While studying at Murtoa
High School she won a scholar-
ship to board for her final 18
months at the Methodist Ladies
College. In 1930, she took up
pharmacy training according to
her parent's wishes and prac-
tised as a pharmacist from 1934
until her retirement in 1970.

In 1937 she married Norman
Lee, a teacher at Scotch College,
who also wrote. She continued
to work part-time while raising
their two sons, Bob and Chris.

Lee had always wanted to be
an artist and felt professionally
unfulfilled. She particularly
wanted to be a singer, and
teachers at the Melbourne
Conservatorium believed that
she had a suitable voice, but she
did not feel she had the nerves
for solo performance. So she
sang as part of the Melbourne
Philharmonic Choir for many
years, and believed that the
musical cadences audible in her
poems came from her training
as a singer.

It wasn't until 1965, when
she was in her 50s, that Lee
unintentionally wrote her first
poem. It became the pivot on
which the second half of her life
turned and enabled her to find
a voice for her deepest percep-
tions and visions.

Lee's poetry was first pub-
lished in Sisters Poets One,
edited by Rosemary Dobson in
1979. Later collections were
published by Pariah Press -
Abruptly front the Flatlands in
1984, Plain Dreaming in 1991,
and The Whispering Ear in
1997.

She was also included in the
Penguin Book of Australian
Women Poets in 1986, edited by
Susan Hampton and Kate
Llewellyn. In 2003 The Collected
Poems: When I come to the
Indian Ocean was edited
by Connie Barber and Jordie
Albiston and published by
Artist's Proof.

Poetry gave Lee an extended
family to which she could
belong; she befriended people
from all branches of the arts,
and was renowned for her
generosity in friendship. An
enthusiastic and popular
teacher, she taught poetry at
Victoria College (now Deakin
University) for six years
(1981-87) and, under the
direction of Maree Parry
of the Victorian College of the
Arts, tutored students in
public speaking.

Lee, who read her poems at
venues around Melbourne, won
several poetry prizes, including
the Grenfell Henry Lawson
Prize.

To the end she had astound-
ing physical and mental vigour
and continued to drive her car
for short journeys. A valued
member of the Carlton Monday
Workshop, she wrote her last
poem - which she took to the
group for critical discussion -
10 days before she died. A
passionate person, she said
poetry "teaches, burns in me,
cuts me, loves me". Lee had the
knack of being able to transform
challenging experience. Diffi-
culties in her life became a
"secret hoard" from which she
drew poems over many years;
they show how the journey is
made, repeatedly from dark to
light.

The spiritual world was tan-
gible to Lee. She perceived
"mystery at the centre of things,
holding us carefully, creatively".
She had a lifelong engagement
with issues of death ("falling
from the edge", she called it in
one poem) and what comes
after. The connection between
spirituality and poetry led
friend and poet Connie Barber
to see a parallel between Lee's
work and that of Emily Dickin-
son. Lee's short pithy style and
the shape her poems took as
she aged was reminiscent of
Dickinson's work. Her poems
became shorter and more con-
densed.

The Auburn Uniting Church
was vital to Lee. She attended
Sunday service to the end,
stirred by oratory and the ser-
mons, and sang in the church
choir until her 80s.

Her final collection of
poems, Bountificl Years, will be
published this month. Although
she did not live to celebrate the
book's launch, she did see the
cover before she died. It features
a painting by Frankie Birrell in
the Wimmera's vibrant colours
of blue and gold, and completes
the circle of her life. We are
reminded of her rural begin-
nings where, Lee said, the
"horizon was always further,
the eye ... stretched beyond its
limits, to the threshold of the
unseen, the edge of the
unlimited".

Her younger son, Chris - to
whom Lee was a devoted friend
and anchor - predeceased her
by just a few months, dying
from natural causes after a life-
time challenged by
schizophrenia. She is survived
by her elder son, Bob, who was
with her when she died.

Anne Carson is a fellow poet and friend.

f Lee's short pithy style and
the shape her poems took as
she aged was reminiscent of
Dickinson's work. 9
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