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Introduction





Much have I travelled in the realms of gold for which I thank the Paddington and Westminster Public Libraries: and I have never said sir to anyone since I was seventeen years old


‘THE SANITIZED SONNETS’, 4





These, the opening lines of a sonnet from The Last of England 

(1970), the book which confirmed Peter Porter’s reputation, condense 

some significant features of Porter’s work and life. Settled 

in England since 1951, Porter was born in 1929 in Brisbane, 

Queensland, and shares both the democratic spirit and the cultural 

hunger which have characterized many Australians. Libraries, the 

theatre, the concert hall, the opera house and the gallery are often 

home to Porter’s copious imagination. At the same time as he 

claims this European inheritance, he turns a scorching critical 

gaze on the apparatus of class and privilege and wealth that can 

make culture seem like property. Porter’s is not a poetry of compartments: 

sexual resentment and a rapid education in how ‘the 

inheritors are inheriting still’ are likely to be found on the same 

page as meditations and dramatic monologues on art and literature. 

His satirical impulse is rarely asleep, and he incorporates 

himself among its objects, for example in his depictions of London 

as it wakes into the 1960s and an illusory ‘democratic sexiness’.


Porter’s poetry is urbane, but its assurance is balanced by a 

powerful anxiety, in which the apprehension of mortality seems 

fused with a sense of the vulnerability of love. He was nine when 

his mother died suddenly, and the implacable and peremptory 

fact of death reaches into all areas of his work. Death, he discovered, 

‘was a word like “when”, / and not a thing like cat.’ In The 

Cost of Seriousness (1978) he is the elegist of his first wife, Jannice 

Henry, in his recasting of Henry King’s ‘An Exequy’ (1657). Elsewhere 

in the book Jannice herself speaks as a ‘delegate’ from 

beyond the grave, explaining that ‘What we do . . . is its own 

parade.’


The consolations of faith are not open to Porter, but throughout 

his work we find the sense of scale which is the legacy of 

belief – a sense shared with his two great literary inspirations, 

Shakes-peare and Browning. It is from them too that he develops 

his sense of the dramatic and his fondness for monologue 

and soliloquy begun in medias res. Historical and literary figures 

(Frederick the Great of Prussia, Rilke, Christopher Smart) mingle 

with characters from fiction and mythology. Having wished for 

‘fictions to be real in’, he also incorporates narrative cross-sections 

and recastings of other bodies of work (see ‘TheWorld of Simon 

Raven’ and ‘The SettembriniWaltz’), while his versions of Martial 

present a metropolitan world of sex and dining and gossip to 

which the present equivalent bears an ever more marked 

resemblance.


If for Porter the borders of the real and the imagined are not 

entirely secure, the traffic between the two has its equivalent in 

the diversity of his shaping enthusiasms. These encompass the 

sobriety of middle and later Auden, German Romanticism, Pope 

but also Rochester, Rilke but on no account Dante. His tastes in 

art are equally varied (though he comments: ‘I’m fond of the 

overdone’) and he favours opera and baroque music. And he 

writes about all these things, ignoring Kingsley Amis’s attempt 

to prevent poems about other poems and paintings and foreign 

cities and museums, at the same time annoying those who think 

poetry should subordinate itself to accessibility. To view Porter 

as elitist is to miss the point: the constellation of overlapping 

worlds which his work evokes is open to anyone interested to 

explore for themselves, and his reflections on art are always connected 

to its human sources – and to power in various manifestations. 

In ‘Soliloquy at Potsdam’ Frederick of Prussia declares:







I like to think


That in an afternoon of three sonatas


A hundred regiments have marched more miles


Than lie between here and Vienna and not once


Has a man broken step. Who would be loved


If he could be feared and hated, yet still


Enjoy his lust, eat well and play the flute?







Breadth of subject is matched by diversity of form. Porter 

traverses ode, elegy, satire, lyric, monologue, epistle and numerous 

stanzas and metres, recalling one of his two great modern 

masters, Auden (the other is Wallace Stevens). There is a corresponding 

range of tone and vocabulary – low comedy meets 

visionary grandeur, elegy is matched by epigram. Poet and poem 

should, Porter considers, be able to go anywhere, if they keep 

their wits about them.


Increasingly in his later career Porter has chosen to return to 

Australia, to consider his own past and the landscapes and history 

of the ‘Boeotian’ continent, the New World where ‘happiness is 

enforced’. His long residence in London has led some Australians 

to consider him disloyal, but Porter is too intelligent to confuse 

nationalism with love of a homeland, or to simplify that love in 

order to win approval. The world he depicts is one he finds both 

familiar and mysterious, summoning a fresh energy into his work 

in poems such as ‘Woop Woop’ and ‘The Ecstasy of Estuaries’.


The 1989 Porter Selected drew on eleven books and some 

uncollected material and weighed in with ninety-six poems. In 

2010 Don Paterson and I have nineteen books, over eight hundred 

poems, to choose from. The resulting contents would make a 

substantial Collected Poems for many poets.What has struck us 

is the extraordinary sustained quality of the material: habit has 

little part in Porter’s poetry. And to that should be added that the 

most recent books have, if anything, shown a gain in intensity. 

Porter’s contemporaries include Ted Hughes and Geoffrey Hill, 

and the appropriate comparison is with these major poets of the 

period following 1945. He is as distinctive and memorable as 

either, and utterly different from both:







Behind us is the deep note of the universe,


The E-flat pedal on which time is built,


Spreading and changing, both a subtle


Growth of difference and a minimalist


Phrase, with bridges crossing it and staves


Of traffic on its tide, a broad bloodstream


To carry to the delta full mythologies.


‘THE ORCHAD IN E-FLAT’






 





ONCE BITTEN, TWICE BITTEN




 





Forefathers’ View of Failure


Men with religion as their best technique,


Who built bush churches six days a week,


Stencilled failure’s index on their brains.


Whisky laced the mucus of their heads,


Flushed their pores, narrow-bored their veins,


But they were building still on their death-beds


Having no life but the marking-time of work,


Sleeping collapsed outside despair and talk.







These ancestors might pity or despise


Free will, willing despair into lives.


They used sin as a weather-telling limb,


Climbed to bed with a bottle, took


Days on a bender but never had a whim


Like protest or millennium from a book –


These narrow fates had a viciousness


They drank for, but no vicariousness.







It would seem failure to them to have


Knowledge a Scottish textbook never gave


Or to fear regular love on an iron bedstead


With children lying awake a wall away.


Their sophistication was only to be dead


After drinking the sun down into the bay.


Their gulps shake out time, their health


Is in country roses, a hard red wealth.







The weatherboard churches bleached white


As the calcimined crosses round them invite,


Like the War Memorial with ten names,


Eyes up to plain Heaven. It is hard to see


Past good intentions – on any visitor the same


Wind trespasses ashore from a wailing sea.


In this new land the transplanted grasses root,


Waving as sulkily as through old falling soot.






 





Mr Roberts




He was the great Consul and his teacher’s gown


Out-toga’d the forum of his Latin Class.


His eyes translated what they rested on:


Boys of the pudding world, unstoical faces,


Ears beyond the ablative, all thickened glass.


Staring into them he might have drowned


In such transparency – A Roll Call of some spaces –


They wore their fear to match his moral frown.







This pedagogue pushed: he owned them for four years.


A Rugby field was the Republic’s mould


Which that soft thing the self so rightly feared.


The gravel rash, the sweaty jersey kept


Faith with the Silver Age, The Men of Old;


Your father stepping from an otiose car,


In the school’s shadow as the Speech Day sun crept


Up, felt an ancient fright, a gladiator’s jar.







Headmasters dwindle but contrive to last.


Thicker bodies fray than stood the cane.


Later a man shot himself, a man went mad – ask


The secret smoker in the bike shed what


Sour light stood on the school’s weather vane,


What Tartarus vented in the boiling Bell Tower


But no revolution came: that comic spot,


The Old School waits and presages each unshining hour.






 





All Other Time is Peace




What is locked in a book


Of a Civil War, of a king


Watching over the unwalled marshes,


Of disease in the Long Walls awaiting


A hot day, of panic and cold night marches


To cities on heavy plains


Is history which once was done


Congregationally in the sun


For the living who will remain.







While the city burned to the water


And the merchants sailed away,


Murder, the child’s friend, wept


The four-sided dead: where are they,


Foul and alone, the well-kept


Of time? Asleep, which is death


And cannot be slept out,


Where they lie mouth to mouth,


Apart, not kept together by breath.







Main peace is worn down


To fear and the glamorous war:


Friend for his friend gives away


That life, his Sanitary Law


He knows he still must obey.


All time is war and all men


Live in the picture of death;


The Heaven and Hell they bequeath


Is old time, old peace again.






 





Beast and the Beauty




His fear never loud in daylight, risen to a night whisper


Of a dead mother in the weatherboard house,


He had this great piece of luck: a girl


In Paris clothes, ex-school monitor, chose


Him for her lover. Twenty-one and experienced,


She showed his hands the presentiment of clothes


And first at a party kissed him, then took


Him home where they did what he’d always supposed.







Her sophistication was his great delight:


Her mother and father drinking, throwing things,


The unhappy marriage, the tradespeople on Christian


Name terms – all the democratic sexiness – mornings


With the Pick of the Pops and the Daily Express


And yet the sudden itching despair, the wonder in King’s


College Chapel, the depth that lived in her soul


Of which this raciness was only the worldly covering.







But the sophistication chose to kill – the itch


Was on the inside of the skin. Her family of drunks


Were shrewd, wine-wise young barristers and gentlemen-


Farmers fought for her hand. In the loft there waited trunks


Of heirlooms to be taken seriously. He found himself


Ditched, his calls unanswered, his world shrunk


To eating in Lyons’, waiting outside her house at midnight,


Her serious tears to haunt him, boiling on his bunk.







So he sits alone in Libraries, hideous and hairy of soul,


A beast again, waiting for a lustful kiss to bring


Back his human smell, the taste of woman on his tongue.






 





John Marston Advises Anger




All the boys are howling to take the girls to bed.


Our betters say it’s a seedy world. The critics say


Think of them as an Elizabethan Chelsea set.


Then they’ve never listened to our lot – no talk


Could be less like – but the bodies are the same:


Those jeans and bums and sweaters of the King’s Road


Would fit Marston’s stage. What’s in a name,


If Cheapside and the Marshalsea mean Eng. Lit.


And the Fantasie, Sa Tortuga, Grisbi, Bongi-Bo


Mean life? A cliché? What hurts dies on paper,


Fades to classic pain. Love goes as the MG goes.


The colonel’s daughter in black stockings, hair


Like sash cords, face iced white, studies art,


Goes home once a month. She won’t marry the men


She sleeps with, she’ll revert to type – it’s part


Of the side-show: Mummy and Daddy in the wings,


The bongos fading on the road to Haslemere


Where the inheritors are inheriting still.


Marston’s Malheureux found his whore too dear;


Today some Jazz Club girl on the social make


Would put him through his paces, the aphrodisiac cruel.


His friends would be the smoothies of our Elizabethan age –


The Rally Men, Grantchester Breakfast Men, Public School


Personal Assistants and the fragrant PROs,


Cavalry-twilled tame publishers praising Logue,


Classics Honours Men promoting Jazzetry,


Market Researchers married into Vogue.


It’s a Condé Nast world and so Marston’s was.


His had a real gibbet – our death’s out of sight.


The same thin richness of these worlds remains –


The flesh-packed jeans, the car-stung appetite


Volley on his stage, the cage of discontent.






 





Death in the Pergola Tea-Rooms


Snakes are hissing behind the misted glass.


Inside, there are tea urns of rubicund copper, chromium pipes


Pissing steam, a hot rattle of cups, British


Institutional Thickness. Under a covering of yellowing glass


Or old celluloid, cress-and-tomato, tongue-and-ham


Sandwiches shine complacently, skewered


By 1/6 a round. The wind spitefully lays the door shut


On a slow customer – ten pairs of eyes track


To his fairisle jersey; for a few seconds voices drop


Lower than the skirmishing of steam.


Outside by the river bank, the local doctor


Gets out of his ‘47 Vauxhall, sucking today’s


Twentieth cigarette. He stops and throws it


Down in the mud of the howling orchard.


The orchard’s crouching, half-back trees take the wind


On a pass from the poplars of the other bank,


Under the scooping wind, a conveyor-belt of wrinkles,


The buckled river cuts the cramping fields.


Just out of rattle reach and sound of cup clang,


The old rationalist is dying in the Pergola.


Two Labour Party friends and the doctor


Rearrange his woven rugs. The blood is roaring


In his head, the carcinoma commune, the fronde


Of pain rule in his brain – the barricades have broken


In his bowels – it is the rule of spasm, the terror sits.


He knows he is dying, he has a business of wills,


Must make a scaffolding for his wife with words,


Fit the flames in his head into the agenda.


Making up his mind now, he knows it is right


To take the body through committee meetings and


campaign rooms


To wear it and patch it like a good tweed; to come to


The fraying ends of its time, have to get the doctor


To staple up its seams just to keep the fingers


Pulling blankets up, stroking comfort on other fingers,


Patting the warm patch where the cat has been.


There is no God. It is winter, the windows sing


And stealthy sippers linger with their tea.


Now rushing a bare branch, the wind tips up


The baleful embroidery of cold drops


On a spider’s web. Inside the old man’s body


The draught is from an open furnace door – outside the room,


Ignoring the doctor’s mild professional face,


The carnival winter like the careful God


Lays on sap-cold rose trees and sour flower beds


The cruel confusion of its disregard.






 





A Vicious Vignette


In the trees around the small summerhouse


The birds still raggedly call


In uneven entries, high and shrill and sour.


The custodian in a grey uniform


Shows visitors the room where the great


Symphonies were written; here for hours


While his wife wrote letters and made cakes


The composer put man and nature in a cage


Of furious sound – they raged for him, the powers


Of sickness and life. Critics of our day have shown


His Pantheism in the birdsong in his scores,


More feeling than painting, they say, this


His great mother, Nature, and her song.


The Biographer who came here in winter knows


(Padding about the wind-walled cottage


His grant spent on rococo Austrian treasures and rich food)


That, rising from his desk in the bright house,


The Composer took his gun and broke the Summer,


Shot at the birds calling in the leaves,


Went in then to compose to a silence


Of clangorous birds in his head


Music of his guilty childhood’s peace.






 





Annotations of Auschwitz




1





When the burnt flesh is finally at rest,


The fires in the asylum grates will come up


And wicks turn down to darkness in the madman’s eyes.







2





My suit is hairy, my carpet smells of death,


My toothbrush handle grows a cuticle.


I have six million foulnesses of breath.


Am I mad? The doctor holds my testicles


While the room fills with the zyklon B I cough.







3





On Piccadilly underground I fall asleep –


I shuffle with the naked to the steel door,


Now I am only ten from the front – I wake up –


We are past Gloucester Rd, I am not a Jew,


But scratches web the ceiling of the train.







4





Around staring buildings the pale flowers grow;


The frenetic butterfly, the bee made free by work,


Rouse and rape the pollen pads, the nectar stoops.


The rusting railway ends here. The blind end in Europe’s gut.


Touch one piece of unstrung barbed wire –


Let it taste blood: let one man scream in pain,


Death’s Botanical Gardens can flower again.







5





A man eating his dressing in the hospital


Is lied to by his stomach. It’s a final feast to him


Of beef, blood pudding and black bread.


The orderly can’t bear to see this mimic face


With its prim accusing picture after death.


On the stiff square a thousand bodies


Dig up useless ground – he hates them all,


These lives ignoble as ungoverned glands.


They fatten in statistics everywhere


And with their sick, unkillable fear of death


They crowd out peace from executioners’ sleep.







6





Forty thousand bald men drowning in a stream –


The like of light on all those bobbing skulls


Has never been seen before. Such death, says the painter,


Is worthwhile – it makes a colour never known.


It makes a sight that’s unimagined, says the poet.


It’s nothing to do with me, says the man who hates


The poet and the painter. Six million deaths can hardly


Occur at once. What do they make? Perhaps


An idiot’s normalcy. I need never feel afraid


When I salt the puny snail – cruelty’s grown up


And waits for time and men to bring into its hands


The snail’s adagio and all the taunting life


Which has not cared about or guessed its tortured scope.







7


London is full of chickens on electric spits,


Cooking in windows where the public pass.


This, say the chickens, is their Auschwitz,


And all poultry eaters are psychopaths.






 





Who Gets the Pope’s Nose?




It is so tiring having to look after the works of God.


The sea will run away


From martyrs’ feet, gay


Dissipated Florentines kiss tumours out of a man’s head,


Scheduled liquefactions renew saints’ blood,







In Andean villages starved Inca girls


Develop the stigmata,


Dying dogs pronounce the Pater


Noster on the vivisection table, the World


Press report trachoma’d eyes that drip wide pearls.







All investigated, all authenticated, all


Miracles beyond doubt.


Yet messengers go in and out,


The Vatican fills up with paper. The faithful


Work for a Merchant God who deals in souls.







Was there ever a man in Nazareth who was King of Kings?


There is a fat man in Rome


To guide his people home.


Bring back the rack and set the bones straining,


For faith needs pain to help with its explaining.







Fill a glass with water and gaze into it.


There is the perfect rule


Which no God can repeal.


Having to cope with death, the extraordinary visit,


Ordinary man swills in a holy sweat.







And high above Rome in a room with wireless


The Pope also waits to die.


God is the heat in July


And the iron band of pus tightening in the chest.


Of all God’s miracles, death is the greatest.






 





Phar Lap in the Melbourne Museum




A masterpiece of the taxidermist’s art,


Australia’s top patrician stares


Gravely ahead at crowded emptiness.


As if alive, the lustre of dead hairs,


Lozenged liquid eyes, black nostrils


Gently flared, otter-satin coat declares


That death cannot visit in this thin perfection.







The democratic hero full of guile,


Noble, handsome, gentle Houyhnhnm


(In both Paddock and St Leger difference is


Lost in the welter of money) – to see him win


Men sold farms, rode miles in floods,


Stole money, locked up wives, somehow got in:


First away, he led the field and easily won.







It was his simple excellence to be best.


Tough men owned him, their minds beset


By stakes, bookies’ doubles, crooked jocks.


He soon became a byword, public asset,


A horse with a nation’s soul upon his back –


Australia’s Ark of the Covenant, set


Before the people, perfect, loved like God.







And like God to be betrayed by friends.


Sent to America, he died of poisoned food.


In Australia children cried to hear the news


(This Prince of Orange knew no bad or good).


It was, as people knew, a plot of life:


To live in strength, to excel and die too soon,


So they drained his body and they stuffed his skin.







Twenty years later on Sunday afternoons


You still can’t see him for the rubbing crowds.


He shares with Bradman and Ned Kelly some


Of the dirty jokes you still don’t say out loud.


It is Australian innocence to love


The naturally excessive and be proud


Of a broad-limbed chestnut bay gelding who ran fast.








 





Tobias and the Angel




When I play the sad music my conscience urges,


I hear through the great summary of our loss


My father praising the long cataract before his eyes


Where on the retina he starves for light.


We are an unlucky family and we have faith


For which we praise our oppressors and our God.







This has been a long journey; my dog is tired,


My companion is a holy dandy, his clothes are praise.


The fish leap from the river, short verbs hold time


For me in a haul – I have an inventory of praise


And do not tire of the simple entering in,


Like my father closing his Day Book on his trade.







There is no justice: love relies on luxury,


Faith on habit, health on chemistry,


But praise sits with persistence. Today


There is a sun pestering the water, tomorrow


A water falling from the sun and always


The pilgrim cursing the falling water and performing sun.







I shall get home one day or if I die instead


An Insurance Angel will tell my waiting wife


His grave is furnished by his good upbringing,


His habits were proper, his doubt all to the good;


From his warm orthodoxy melancholy shrinks,


He did what he was told, obedient and sane.
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