



  [image: cover]








    

       

    




    Better Than God




    Peter Porter




    PICADOR








  



    

       

    




    Contents




    Better Than God




    Buried Abroad




    The Apprentice’s Sorcerer




    We do Not Write the Way We Are




    The Downside




    Moi à l’Égard du Je




    Whereof We Cannot Speak




    Because We Can




    Anger’s Anger-Management




    A Resurrection




    That War is the Destruction of Restaurants




    The Immemorial Dove




    To Murder Sleep




    No Heaven Cold Enough




    A Very Forgiving Medium




    The Dead Have Plans




    The Little Fish Have Gone




    Young Mothers in the Square




    An Azalea Armada




    The Room is Sane




    A Minatory Submission




    Chocolates and Gratitude




    Instincts and their Viciousest Toads




    Leafing Through the Latin Dictionary




    Under the Rupe Tarpeia




    Horace Takes the Waters




    Voltaire’s Allotment




    Detoxing Dante




    In Bed with Oblomov




    Money and Stravinsky




    Henry James and Constipation




    Agape at Albi




    Birds in the Garden of the Cairo Marriott




    When Did You Last See Castagno?




    Glumdalclitch’s Cleavage




    Strontium to Mendeleyev




    Dostoyevsky’s Flat, St Petersburg




    Shakespeare’s Defeat 52




    George Crabbe at ‘The White Hart’




    Lost Among the Lizards




    To John Ashbery




    Vita Somnium Breve




    The Burning Fiery Furnace




    My Parents Were Walking Islands




    How the Eureka Stockade Led to Boggo Road Gaol




    Ranunculus Which My Father Called a Poppy




    Christmas Day, 1917




    Opus 77




    What’s Playing in Eternity?




    Discs With Everything




    No Infelicitous Phrases Need Apply




    By Whose Permission Do These Angels Serve?




    The Judgement of Cambyses




    The Violin’s Obstinacy




    The Hungarian Producer Goes to Lunch




    River Quatrains








  



    

       

    




    Better Than God




    As He said of the orchestra


    at the Creation, they can play


    anything you put in front of them.








  



    

       

    




    Buried Abroad




    Bert Hinkler, aviator,




    born in Bundaberg,




    disappeared one day




    in the Nineteen Twenties




    in the Pratomagno,




    found only years later.




    His first bi-plane hung




    in the Brisbane Museum




    while a captured German tank




    stood guard outside




    to stop imagination




    sorting out its dead.




    My Father’s only brother –




    with no known grave in France




    or any cache of letters sent




    from London back to Brisbane –




    suggests his nephew join him




    anywhere but home.








  



    

       

    




    The Apprentice’s Sorcerer




    

      In Geneva in a plague-deep hole,


    




    

      Recreating how the universe began,


    




    

      In heat as keen as God’s impulsive plan,


    




    

      Scientists seek to animate the soul


    




    

      Of everything that’s classified as Life,


    




    Victor Frankenstein’s convulsions, Cain’s Stanley knife.




    

      

        Somewhere a little knowledge starts to gesture.


      


    




    

      It may be dangerous but it’s enterprise;


    




    

      It levels difference in weight and size;


    




    

      Its beauty is of skin and not in vesture –


    




    

      This is the secret of the lead made gold,


    




    The bread from stone, a timeless Paradise on hold.




    

      

        The world looks on: so Paracelsian


      


    




    

      Such hubris and such cost! What is there still


    




    

      To do to prove Creation’s codicil?


    




    

      And is this Back to Basics or Caesarian


    




    

      To keep your figure, as the Magi squat


    




    Around the Electronic Crib at Santa’s Weinacht Grot.




    

      

        Apprentices galore have heard the call –


      


    




    

      Ives’ and Stevens’s Insurance days,


    




    

      Pascal’s mathematics second-guessed as praise,


    




    

      Hopkins’ Ignatian Exercises stalled.


    




    

      Many have shunned the rules to get to grips


    




    With a broadband innovation of Apocalypse.




    

      

        Empowered by forces somehow empathised,


      


    




    

      A personal or general Crusade


    




    

      May go awry: the pendant legal blade


    




    

      Reflecting love of Reason and its prized


    




    

      And ironising power may fall on throats


    




    Which called for Joachim’s Heaven or Universal Votes.




    

      

        Each innovator served an inner voice


      


    




    

      Superbly iterating sounds of Truth,


    




    

      Some from a lifetime’s wisdom, some from youth,


    




    

      And none believing they had any choice –


    




    

      But who among these bristling handers-down


    




    Of the Aurora of New Birth knew verb from proper noun.




    

      

        Perhaps in this Swiss Hole the world will see


      


    




    

      A proof beyond its statutory Big Bang


    




    

      And hear that what the Morning Angels sang


    




    

      Was more than some wide-screened banality.


    




    

      The love which moves the sun and the other stars


    




    Is syntax-negligent, and may never parse.








  



    

       

    




    We do Not Write the Way We Are




    My Mother was more a Small Investor




    than she was Queen Clytemnestra




    but she bought me shares in dreams,




    in doing not what is, but seems –




    you start out rhyming, she declared,




    but go your own way into dread




    

      

        with bed sores and bad words.


      


    




    Orestes’ and Electra’s Mum




    was, in their view, the Higher Scum.




    I loved my Mother and I tried




    to feel less guilty, so I cried,




    but in those dreams she willed me have




    I dug around her missing grave –




    

      

        now write that up, she said.


      


    




    I do not write the way I am,




    I rode on a storm when I sat in a tram,




    my fears were highly rational




    but only when I dreamed – The Fall




    was daily life, the Workers’ Wheel,




    the tangled web we’re told we weave,




    

      

        the millions historied.


      


    




    How do we scan the things we write?




    Is this our fabled Second Sight,




    the huge reflective Self interred




    in generations of the Word?




    I’d love to pose as Terrorist




    or Trotsky under House Arrest,




    

      

        but sadly I’m not mad.


      


    




    Instead, a circumstantial Truth




    without the vanity of proof




    is mixing in my double mind




    with darkness lining up behind,




    an unfree kind of Free Trade Zone,




    a Fascist rule insisting words




    

      

        report to me alone.


      


    








  



    

       

    




    The Downside




    And the small exemplary lives




    for which great cathedrals were constructed




    are with us still. Here is the incinerator




    your Father burned his leaves in –




    there is the great book of the Inferno




    where hate has a part for everyone,




    perhaps you had a hand in it?




    It goes on being written – on the other side,




    as people say. Once you have a calling




    you know you will be called for.








  



    

       

    




    Moi à l’Égard du Je




    To write your history of Janus




    Imagine the dual parts of Self,




    The Head defected from the Anus,




    Kindness on stand-by, Prurience




    Brought down a peg from its Top Shelf
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