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Dorothy Porter’s award-winning crime thriller in verse, The Monkey’s Mask, has become a modern Australian classic. Her other verse novels include Wild Surmise and What a Piece of Work, both shortlisted for the Miles Franklin Award, Akhenaten and El Dorado. She has written libretti and song lyrics and seven volumes of poetry, most recently The Bee Hut.


On Passion was completed just before her death in December 2008.
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Survivor of the Auto da Fé


My first interesting poem was inspired by the Spanish Inquisition. It’s a histrionic dramatic monologue in the voice of a heretic burning at the stake. The other character in the poem is a rat, accompanying the heretic to his (or her) agon ising execution. The rat is the survivor of the poem and, when things get literally too hot, leaps from the clothes of the burning heretic to safety. The heretic keeps on sizzling in lonely betrayed agony. In a ghastly epiphany, he recognises the fleeing rat as the last of his religious faith. The heretic dies a broken sceptic.


I was seventeen, in my last year at school, and cheerfully morbid—no doubt in reaction to my own relatively peaceful middle-class childhood on Sydney’s northern beaches. Ghoulishly, I wanted to know what it felt like being burnt to death in a public square to the howls of a righteous mob. I didn’t know that the Inquisition, in its own twisted righteous logic, used fire not as a weapon of torture (or spectator sport) but as purification. My scorching new poem, ‘Survivor of the Auto da Fé’, was, unbeknown to me, a form of purification too.


I was raised an Anglican. But in Sydney the good old C of E has never been a laissez-faire tolerant form of respectable Christianity. Sydney Anglicanism snorts fire and brimstone. It has done so since its earliest days in the heathen colony, when the Reverend Samuel Marsden, nicknamed ‘The Flogging Parson’, beat his recalcitrant convicts with the cat-o’-nine-tails. Every summer for most of my adolescent school years, I got a pungent taste of Sydney Anglicanism at Camp Howard. And I relished it.


Camp Howard, based pretty much on the American religious summer-camp model, was a group of camps run by the Sydney Anglicans for secondary-school kids. They were very cheap, run by church volunteers—the mostly saintly ‘counsellors’ not long out of adolescence themselves—and were in beautiful locations. Some of the most boisterously happy experiences of my life were at Camp Howard. I loved the fresh mix of kids—many from ‘rough’ western-suburbs schools and backgrounds. These kids were wild, in the fairly innocent way of the mid-sixties, and a bracing tonic for my own private-school snobbery and gutlessness. Some of my favourite school buddies would come with me, and Camp Howard brought out the best wildness in them too. I spent much of my time in joyous mucking-up, protected by the safety net of wonderfully tolerant young adults.


The prime purpose of Camp Howard was not to give teenagers a chance to learn archery, paddle a canoe or earn their Bronze Medallion; it was to save their souls. My soul was saved at least ten times, sometimes in grand theatrical style. And when my human saviour was cute, my rapture for Jesus was even more intense.


With sophisticated hindsight, I appreciate now what heaven those camps were for a gay romantic. If only I’d had a boy-pal to swish about with and sigh over Jesus—and our crushes. Of course that sense of gay—‘camp’—camaraderie was a thing of the distant future. But bless the sweet, blind innocence of those days: I got away with blue murder.


Yet by the time I wrote ‘Survivor of the Auto da Fé’, I had changed. I wrote the poem with a radio blasting rock music in my ear. It was 1971—the year after the deaths of my dark gods, Janis Joplin, Jim Morrison and Jimi Hendrix. Their daemonic songs were my new hymns, while their daemonic enchantment captivated me and made my pen fly. Their music Lit My Fire—the fire that now crackled so fiercely, with perverse energy and real freedom, in my new poem in which I play both the heretic’s and the rat’s roles. I flee the martyr’s masochism into new life and survival, while I mourn the loss of faith—and the failure of love (another camp infatuation had hit the dust). But the poem ends with a true-believing Romantic’s flourish, one that would make more than one cameo appearance in future poems. I make a stand for love. I make a stand for self-fuelling passion.


The poem was my first experience of the supernatural potency of poetry. My poetry knew more about me than I consciously knew about myself. It knew my secret self, its history and its likely future. Now when I read ‘Survivor of the Auto da Fé’ the hairs go up on my neck because, regardless of its obvious flaws, there is something eerily knowing and uncanny about it. I didn’t know when writing it that my own Jewish ancestors were forced to flee the Spanish Inquisition to the sanctuary of Holland. Sometimes I feel the poem is channelling the voice of an ancestor who may well have gone through the experience the poem so gruesomely describes—with or without the rat. The poem at times soars above the very immature teenager who wrote it, and the imaginative black verve of it, achieved relatively effortlessly, I rarely achieved again. But when I did, it was with a gratitude to all my angels, demons and rats.




Survivor of the Auto da Fé


You can remember


me


I am your charred


conscience.


I lived in a village


of bones and grey


smoke.


From my dry, scratchy


prison


I talked heresy


with the rats.


I kissed one for


love,


his red, feasted little


eyes


swore he were


a fellow unbeliever.


He itched at his mangeing


fur


and clicked his teeth


of Jesuits.


‘Tomorrow I burn


with you,’


his nails scraped


along the floor


like a chalk on a


tombstone.


The morning was


a Spanish gypsy


in its colour of yellow


stinking flying skirts.


The rat gnawed at his


own droppings.


‘We’ll burn well


on such a


morning.


Rain would have us


sizzling.’


I sunbaked in his


wisdom.


The sun seeped like


a clay pipe leaking


through my prison’s


bars.


I kissed the collecting


pool of yellow


dust adios


while stashing my


religion between my


breast and my black


coffin cloak.


He became my hair


shirt


as he bit my flesh


raw.


But I smiled from


my chains


when my earthly


judges came.


I burnt as wildly


as a guitar strum.


My smile withered first


dropping as white ash


to the faggots.


The rat ripped through


my rags


and blinked at my


god-fearing audience.


He profaned to them,


vomited on his paw


only to return to


my cloak,


anger chipping his


teeth.


My pain had melted


and dripped as fat


to the flames.


My broiling brains


declared me a martyr


and I looked for


Christ.


‘He’ll come,’ rat


scratched.


‘He’ll not forget,’ rat


bit.


The flames came stronger


than Luther,


the wings of the rat’s


favourite flea


caught afire.


Was its high buzz


a shriek of


insect agony?


The rat went jaundice


under his whiskers.


My rags glowed


like Seville


when the red sun


is impaled


on the cliff spire.


The rat felt the evil heat


of my death


and like St John’s Gospel


he leapt from my charcoal


breast.


Gingerly


through hissing


orange and yellow


godlings,


unscathed,


except for a singed


tail,


went my religion.


My stake branded


my last breaths


and I screamed,


‘Father, revenge me!


Father, feed him


to the cats


of Tartarus!’


Rat, you live still


and grow fat


in the holes of the


Master’s mansion.


My survivors, my


wet-eyed weepers,


my inheritors


feed you your


nutrients.


I forgive the Jesuits,


the ghouls of


Virgin Mary’s


candle,


but you, rat, I


will poison.


Beware of the sour


milk pools


you lap at.


They were tenderness


and shall be


once more.


The love to singe


your whiskers.
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