



  [image: cover]






  


  

  Peter Porter


  Chorale at the


  Crossing


  PICADOR






  





  Contents




  Introduction by Sean O’Brien




  First Poem of the Last Book




  After Schiller




  Goodbye to All Cats




  Gawping at Geckos




  From Scribblings on the ‘Two Cultures’




  Random Ageist Verses




  A Toccatina of Galuppi’s




  A Fierce Flower




  Dorothea Tanning: Eine Kleine Nachtmusik in Tate Modern




  Breakfast at Tiffany’s




  Another “Fat Boy Special”, Bitte. There’s A War On Herr Reger.




  A Chip Off the Old Blog




  Lines for an English Heine




  Letter to John Kinsella




  A Daughter’s Life




  A Swinburne Sugar Rush




  Du Holde Kunst




  Australian Literary Graffiti




  The Long March of Cornelius Cardew




  The Novelist’s Visitors




  It’s the Gravity, Stupid




  Look-Alikes




  A Versatile Myth




  A Perfect Suicide




  On the Best Battlefields No Dead Bodies




  Poem Shorter Than its Epigraph




  The Singverein of Abstinence




  Some Men in Starbucks




  Your Considerate Stone




  The Downside




  Silkworms Work and Love Till Death




  Ex Abrupto




  The Castaway is Washed Ashore




  An Absolutist Chorale




  Salon of Lost Masterpieces




  For Christine




  A Chorale at the Crossing




  Hermit Crab




   




  Afterword by Christine Porter




  





  Introduction




  The poet Douglas Dunn remembers being on a poetry reading tour with Peter Porter in the West Country in the early 1970s. They were relaxing by having tea in a hotel lounge

  – or at any rate, Dunn was – as he later realized that there among the chintz and the rexine-covered copies of The Field and Country Life Porter had also been

  discreetly at work on a poem. This was probably ‘The Castle Hotel, Taunton’, from the 1975 volume Living in a Calm Country; its loaded closing question, ‘But where do the

  people of England live?’ now seeming more pertinent than ever. Poetry was not second nature to Porter: it was the constant forefront of experience. It comes as no surprise that he continued

  to work for as long as he could after the onset of his final illness. Towards the end he would read drafts aloud so that his wife, Christine, could type poems on to the word processor.




  When Don Paterson and I were assembling The Rest on the Flight: Selected Poems – the final draft of which appeared only days before the poet’s death – Peter was able

  to give us a new poem to add to the volume: ‘After Schiller’. In it the speaker declares, seemingly from beyond the grave:




  

    

      

        

          My richness now is nothing but a dearth




          Of tricks for the wiping-away of tears.


        


      


    


  




   




  There is a slight echo here of Chidiock Tichbourne’s Elizabethan lament ‘My prime of youth is but a frost of cares’ where the cruel negations delivered by imminent execution

  take a particularly condensed form. A set of associations extends from Tichbourne via Shakespeare to Schiller, Shakespeare’s German counterpart. As the bold metrical variations of the second

  line indicate, this is something more than literariness: as in drama, the lines reveal how they must be spoken, in this case in order to register how enormous sophistication issues from what seems

  unanswerable plainness. The labyrinthine network of Porter’s imagination also presents the possibility that the Shakespearean affirmation ‘ripeness is all’ is being considered as

  a conclusion possible in aesthetic terms but far harder to apply to the disorder of actual experience. ‘After Schiller’, an example of ‘late work’ if ever there was one,

  really belongs here, in Chorale at the Crossing, a posthumous selection of otherwise uncollected poems, mostly from the period following Better than God.




  Porter’s interests – art, music, literature, history and human affairs in general – are so wide that the work gathered here is, in a sense, instantly familiar; yet these poems

  also extend the map of his imagination. Porter wrote about death from the very beginning. Haunted by the early death of his mother, he was intimately familiar with mortality and yet unable to

  comprehend, or sometimes even to admit, this strangest and most imperious of facts. In Chorale at the Crossing the world has at some points grown barer, the human position more exposed, as

  on the lonely shoreline of ‘Hermit Crab’, as Christine Porter writes in the Afterword. While there are signs of a final move towards a bold plainness among these poems, Porter’s

  large repertoire of tones – and of sheer material – remains fully employed. The aphorist, for example, is still mordantly at work when discarding Dante’s cosmology:




  

    

      

        

          The love which moves the sun and other stars




          Is not found here and seems unknown on Mars.


        


      


    


  




   




  The long-established Porterian genre of art-biography poems, which would fill a volume in themselves, is also fully operational. The remarkable ‘A Daughter’s Life’, at once

  poised and musically mobile, is drawn from a self-portrait by Tintoretto’s daughter, Mariella Robusti. It is a rich and beautiful meditation on art, music, faith and the beautiful and brutal

  city of Venice, from the viewpoint of a woman whose task is self-effacement, and whose self, it seems, is most fully realized in the painting she undertakes:




  

    

      

        

          I lick the silver spoon,




          draw fever from the moon




          and watch the ends of life embrace each other,




          meticulously limning




          a self to leave behind.


        


      


    


  




   




  Formally this could hardly be more remote from Porter’s great poem of mourning, ‘An Exequy’, from the 1978 volume The Cost of Seriousness, but there is a comparable

  contained dignity here. It indicates what range he possessed. The transformation from the roistering satirist of sex, money and the city, in Porter’s early career, to this melancholy

  composure again brings Shakespeare to mind. For Porter was pre-eminently a dramatic poet, for whom Browning remained a presiding presence. Browning’s own death in Venice at Ca’

  Rezzonico is imagined in ‘A Toccatina of Galuppi’s’. Written in Browningesque rhyming tercets, in lines of seven stresses that flex and scurry by turns, it suggests something of

  the sheer practicality that has to go into the making of poems as into any art. One of the pleasures of art is that there’s a lot of it – and Porter was able to attend to more of it

  than most.




  After his last visit to Australia in 2008, Porter’s country of birth seems to figure less in the poems, and there is, for all their richness and reach, a sense of the inevitable shrinking

  of horizons, leading towards a room he had many times imagined. Thanks to the love and care of Christine, Porter was able to spend his last days at home in their flat, high above a square in

  Bayswater, where he had lived for over forty years. When I look back on many visits to the flat – which was reached by slogging up what felt like a hundred stairs that Porter cheerfully

  managed several times a day whilst in his eighties – it seems that elevation conferred a sort of metaphysical advantage, a privileged intensity of seeing, of the kind that Peter sought out in

  favoured painters such as Pontormo. ‘Life is a dream, or very nearly’, he wrote in an early poem. Indeed. Readers may count themselves lucky to be invited to enter such an epic and

  various dreamscape, with such an extraordinary soundtrack, as the poems of Peter Porter.




   




  SEAN O’BRIEN




  Newcastle, 17 June 2015




  





  First Poem of the Last Book




  

    

      The creature-comfort sonnets hide themselves




      In archives of the brain: set to undo




      Both personality and the spermal glue




      Of first ambition, destined for high shelves,




      They’ve judged their skills unready, tail-less twelves




      Among fourteens, prosodically askew –




      They reason tiresomely, and ask, are you




      The Blakean worm by night, the one that delves?




      Lace me up, Dickensian command!




      All my loose versifying I abjure,




      Confession’s drip, self-pity’s one-night stand.




      In this new book, no reaching for Last Things,




      Not Nature’s, God’s, or History’s armature,




      Just kitchen, garden, bedroom splinterings!
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