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ABOR SENATOR JoHN FAULKNER has been doing a fabulously
good job on the children-overboard affair. Day after day he has
dragged from bureaucrat after burcaucrat tales of lying, evasion,
politicians’ abuse of their power and public service connivance
at it. He has uncovered the mechanics of the way John Howard
found an issue, grossly oversimplified it, and rode it home to
an clection triumph. Some of the goriest details, of course, are
not coming out, because the government has forbidden the
giving of evidence by ministerial staff and former ministers.
But in somc ways that makes the inquest casicr, and makes
more legitimate the drawing of some inferences about what
people knew, and what they did, or did not do, about it.

Along the way, the Senate committec has found even more
to chew on. It all began with a grossly overloaded fishing boat—
called here the SIEV 10 (Suspected Illegal Entry Vessel 10—
which left Indonesia on 19 October last year. The boat later
foundercd and some hundreds of people drowned. Tony Kevin,
a former Australian Ambassador to Cambodia, began asking
questions. What had Australia known of the movements of the
boat, which had set out at a time of unprecedented surveil-
lance of Indonesian ports? He looked at the sca areas in which
SIEV 10 was moving, and at the policy of aggressively repelling
such boats. How come this one slipped through the net? What
had we known, and what did we do?

The answer to these questions, it emerged, was plenty and
nothing. Intelligence sources had reported the gathering of the
passengers, the boat’s imminent departure, its actual departure
and the dangerous overloading of the ship. The reports were
widely circulated among all of the agencies involved in the
unpreccdented program of hunting ‘boat pecople’ away. At the
time of the sinking, an Australian warship was about 150 nau-
tical miles away from the boat. Had it arrived within four hours,
as it could fcasibly have done, it might have saved the pecople
from drowning. But, it scems, all of this intclligence was being
dismissed as unconfirmed, and the Australian navy patrolled
on, blithely unaware of the tragedy.

Or was there a more sinister explanation? Tony Kevin
raised the possibility of the unthinkable—that some of those
involved stood back and allowed the vessel to sink, hoping that
this would send a more alarming message to ‘boat pecople’ than
shootings across bows, armed boardings, towings to Indonesia
and ‘Pacific solution’ kidnappings. Had the possibility been
raiscd by anyone other than Kevin, it would probably have been
dismisscd out of hand as conspiracy theory. But Kevin is not
regarded as a nut. And the more that preliminary questions were
asked, and prevarications, clarifications and other cvidence
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Coming to light

emerged, the more some scnators, not least John Faulkner, came
to realisc that cither the grossest incompetence or the most
callous indifference to human life was involved.

The truth may be unpleasant, but it can set one free. John
Howard is still probably right in calculating on overall public
support for his aggressive ‘border protection’ plans, even
including his most recent absurd excision initiatives. Nor is he
holding back on the ‘Pacific solution’, whereby the heads of some
of our most mendicant neighbouring countries have allowed
their constitutional systems to be hijacked in return for aid.

Most voters are unlikely to be very much interested in the
tedious detail of facts being extracted in a Senate committee
room in Canberra. But impressions do travel. The carcers of
almost cveryonce involved in the ‘boat people” affairs have already
been affected by revised perceptions of their character and
acumen. And by now a few of the initial enthusiasts for the

Howard policy—including some shock jocks—are
sounding uneasy.

BUT WHAT A P1TY THAT Faulkner’s determination to get to the
bottom of the affair does not embrace a searching ¢xamination
of Labor’s own ineptitude, incompetence and, ultimatcly,
shameful silence. It’s not just a matter of knowing the facts—
they are largely out there (though some, particularly about the
nature of the advice Labor itself was receiving from the politi-
cal geniuses to whom it listens, have yet to come out). It’s also
a matter of facing the facts and learning from them.

Failure to admit the facts almost inevitably commits Labor
to repeating the disaster, this time without the ¢xcuse of an
imminent clection. And that failurce affects not just Labor’s
immigration or refugee policics. The same mind-set—and the
fcar of being trapped by Howard’s wedge politics—has Labor
paralysed lest they be seen to be beholden to clamorous lobby
groups and soft on terrorism.

When Howard began manipulating affairs to make border
sccurity the big election issue, Labor thought it was being clever
in simply ducking the questions—it did not want an clection
on immigration. The tactic, said the clever men, was to make
the issue go away by agrecing with everything Howard said and
concentrating on the issues with which Labor belicved it could
win. Well, there is no election imminent now. But the Labor
smartics still think that facing the facts is a recipe for disaster.
They are wrong, of coursc. They are playing Howard's game.
and it will cost them dearly.

Jack Waterford is editor-in-chicf of The Canberra Times.
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A dialogue

This month’s ‘Summa’ ¢ ntinues the exchange between . 1drew Hamilton and Ray Cassin,
that began with the May ‘Summa’. It preceded the recent pt lic controversy begun by the
60 Minutes program in which Archbishop George Pell w . interviewed.

Dear Ray.

Thank you for your carctul rcading and
courtcous reply (Letters, June 2002} to the
part of my May 2002 ‘Summa’ that touched
on clerical sexual abuse. You were troubled
that, in counsclling against ‘simple exclu-
sions and rejections’, T appeared to argue
implicitly for a  nient treatment of cler-
ics who had abused children.

I appreciate this opportunity to clarify
my position and to carry our conversation
further. I wished to reflect primarily on the
way in which we should 1imagine sexual
abusc and thosc who perpetrate it, and not
on what we should do in response. T was
not arguing tor leniency for priests and
religious who had abused children—for a
Catholic pricst to do that would be totally
inappropriate. Indeed, T agree whol — cart-
edly with your insistence that anyone who
has once abused a child should be excluded
from pastoral ministry.

Ways of imagining, however, have both
a history and practical consequences. After
discovering some years ago that people for
whom I carc deeply had been abused as
youths in Catholic churches and s vols,
I came to appreciate the incalcula and
continuing devastation causcd by abuse.
From a naive b ef that the cvil of abuse
lies almost entirely in the single actions of
the perpetrator—actions which could be
repented of, forgiven, and cffectively for-
gotten—I have come to imagine it through
the eyes of its victims in more realistic and
catastrophic ways.
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This change of view may have consc-
quences for practice. Certainly those who
focus on sinful actions to the neglect of
their continuing destructive conscquences,
may be inclined to be more indulgent to
those who abusce but who appear repent-
ant. They will forget the devastation of
human lives that flows out from the abuse.

I would also like to expand on my char-
acterisation of the sexual abuse of children
as cssentially an abuse of power. For this
forms the context of my unease with ‘sim-
ple rejections and exclusions’. The cvil of
child abusc is rooted in the privileged and
powerful position that an adult has over
children, and a priest may have over laity.

should thercfore be placed not only with
other forms of sexual misconduct but with
other abuses of power. Indeed, of those
guilty of sexual abuse whom Thave known,
many have misused their power in other
pastoral rclationships, particularly in their
dealings with women. And many  ave
scemed driven by a strong ideology of cler-
ical power and lay subscrvience.

This idolisation of powecr in the church
tallies with a cultural mood that calls for
ever harsher punishment of crime and for
diminished personal rights, and for the loss
of scrutiny of abuscs of power. Im« ha
climate, to insist on the cancerous evil of
the sexual abusc risks being misunderstood
as supporting a response that is no more
than punitive, which is itself an abusc of
power. For that recason I insisted on our sol-
idarity in sin, claiming on the onc hand that

JULY-AUGUST 2002

we simply lack imagination if we say that
there is any evil of which we personally
would be incapable. Tinsisted, on the other
hand, that no evil that we might do we  d
cver destroy our dignity or cancel our des-
tiny. A purely punitive approach denies the
solic ity between those who punish and
those who are punished.

In this context I argued further against
any ‘simplc exclusion or rejection’. T envis-
agec  rst an attitude that doces not recog-
nisce the solidarity between those who
punish and those who arc punished, and
sccond, responses that involve a further
abusc of power. Some Catholics, for cxam-
ple, have urged that in responsce to the
scar 1l of child abuse, homoscxuals be
cxcluded from ministry. Others have pro-
poscd excluding those who do not subscribe
to all church positions on sexual morality.
I find it hard not to regard such proposals
as opportunistic and cvasive, and as lead-
ing naturally to yet further abuses of power.
They are also destructive becausce they will
lead to the denial of sexual orientation. You
don’t necd the clinical experience of Freud
to realisce that this denial contributes to

O, ADIANAMS, DOUIDANK, VILU R.D. mr)’|@ﬂ,
Glandore, SA; T. Dopheide, Eltham, VIC; V. Hill,
Dryvsdale, VIC; H. Knorr, St Andrews, VIC;
M. McCann, East Fremantle, WA; |. McGirr,
Wagga, NSW; |. Smith, Kensington, VIC; K. Tho-
mas, Bundoora, VIC; P. Wilkins, Campbell, ACT
















flat in Earl’s Court. When he became too
frail to walk, his faithful wifc would wheel
him each day through the streets—cevery-
one secemed to know John and smile at
him—to a caf¢ where, as in years past, he
was surrounded by strenuous conversations.
Kathleen was with him at home, holding
him in her arms, when he died peacefully
on 30 May, the day the English church
cclebrated the feast of Corpus Christi.
—Edmund Campion

PRESERVING T vl s
FOITORIND TDENTHNY

SEAQ()NED INTER-CITY commuters know
that The Sydney Morning Herald and The
Age can usually substitute for each other
without causing the peripatetic reader more
than mild distress. The Fairfax broadsheets
arc similar, withrelative differences; if they
were human, they might be siblings. Syd-
ney, who is slightly senior, is more urbane:
more handsome, more worldly, more self-
assured. Melbourne is more evidently a
creature of contrasts: scrious, but with a
radical vein of humour; established, but
often “alternative’; spiritual, but in a secu-
lar sensc.

Nevertheless, the titles have so muchin
common it is casy to forget that their rela-
tionship is through marriage, and that only
a generation ago they belonged to different
familics. For more than a century, The Age
was owned or controlled by David Syme
and his descendants, and when they agreed
to tie the knot with the Fairfaxes, it was, for
the Symes at any rate, a union of last resort.
Warwick Fairfax had first presented his suit
in 1946. He proposced to inject £400,000
into the undercapitalised Age, butinreturn,
he sought control of the business, some-
thing the Symes were not prepared to yield.
Sir Warwick renewed his attentions in the
1950s, again unsuccessfully.

Around this time, young Rupert
Murdoch began purchasing shares in David
Syme & Co Ltd. Syme family archives show
that, in 1959, he wrote to them announcing
he had a proposition to put; evidently, he
received no encouragement. But the indus-
try knew that when David Syme’s last
surviving son, Oswald, dicd, alarge tranche
of family shares would find their way on to
the market. In 1966, Syme management
agrecd to a dcal with Fairfax, in order to
forestall a hostile takeover by the Murdoch
or Packer organisations after Oswald’s

Gould’s gold

IF EVER THERE WERE an antithesis of the caricature of the cccentric and aloof
scientist, it was Stephen Jay Gould—palaeontologist, best-selling popular author,
and baseball fanatic—who died in May of lung cancer at the age of 60.

Gould was an urbanc polymath. He was multilingual, studied classical
music, sang in Gilbert and Sullivan groups, and dodged bullets and drug-runners
while collecting land snails in the Bahamas.

He was a public intellectual of the best kind. Once a month for 27 years, he
sat down on a Sunday afternoon and wrote a beautifully crafted essay for Natural
History magazine—more than 300 of them on the trot. {Not even the World
Serics could stop him, he once boasted.) The best of them fill nine volumes of
the more than 20 books he wrote, and established him as one of the great science
writers. In keeping with the man, these essays blend life and science, baseball
and history. In onc famous piece, he used his knowledge of statistics to argue
that outstanding batting averages werce a thing of the past in baseball—not
because modern players were any worse than the players of history, but because
they werc better.

Most of his writings, however, were to do with fossils and evolution. He is
often credited with re-establishing the importance of palacontology in the study
of evolution. In graduate school, he and fellow student Dr Niles Eldridge devel-
oped an overview of the course of evolution known as ‘punctuated equilibrium’.
They proposed that, far from being a smooth process of steady change, evolution
occurred in sudden jumps that punctuated long periods of stability. A well-
known example is the idea that dinosaurs and many associated species rapidly
disappcared after the earth was hit by a large meteor.

The theory provoked such dissension among cvolutionists—dissension as
yet unresolved—that creationists tried to suggest the debate demonstrated that
Darwin was wrong and evolution was on shaky ground. Gould, however, was
an implacable foe of creationists, and took them to the Supreme Court to argue
that evolution was an essential part of the science taught in American schools.

In 1982, he was diagnosed with a rare kind of mesothelioma. His response
was typical. He read everything he could about the condition, and found that
the median length of survival was just cight months. He then calinly sat down
and analyscd the statistics backing that contention, and decided there was a
better than even chance he would live a lot longer. As it was, he lived 20 years
longer, and eventually wrote an essay about his cxperience, which should be
standard reading for all those who are told their time is limited. {When one of
Archimedes’ colleagues contracted the same kind of cancer, Gould heard about
it through a mutual friend. He then wrote a positive, encouraging and practical
email to a man he hardly knew.)

Public intellectuals of Gould’s type are becoming an endangered species.
Let us hope that his legacy inspires others, so that his kind will not become
extinct.

Tim Thwaites is a freelance science writer.
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What's right
for Europe?

From Madrid Anthony Ham reports on the  ifting politics
and racial preferences of a Europe that is, mostly, out to
maximise its own advantage.

XCLUSION Was ALWAYS at the heart of the European
Union (EU} ideal. Indeed, the concept of the EU as a
federation of diverse peoples is to some extent mis-
taken. The peoj : of Europe, for all their differences
and distinct cultural histories, do not really see them-
selves as so unl e each other, but more as a mosaic
of different shades of the same sophisticated and over-
arching Western culture. In this broader sense, Euro-
pean unity has been conceived as a union of
self-declared elites. The English may at times be
disdainful of the French and resentful of the Germans.
The nations of northern Europe may privately laugh
about the hot-blooded temperaments of their Medi-
terranean neighbours. Deep down, though, therc is a
recognition that they are all Europeans.

Cordoning off Europe into a political and cco-
nomic bloc, distinct from the rest of the world,
nccessarily has an cxclusionary edge, and ‘Fortress
Europe’ has taken on a disturbing new currency in
recent months. The rise of Jean-Marie Le Pen in
France, and his ability to attract six million voters,
confirmed—spectacularly—the place of a renascent
right as a mainstream political force. The crude pop-
ulism of Le Pen, whose political platform is founded
on nothing so much as the expulsion of dark-skinned
immigrants, contrasts with the subtler policies of the
late Pim Fortuyn in the Netherlands. But even Fortuyn
felt no restraint about calling Islam a ‘backward reli-
gion’. Fortuyn’s rise, assassination and posthumous
ncar-canonisation has provided confirmation, if

any were needed, that Europe has lurched
to the right.

N THE SPANISH CAPITAL, Madrid, xenophobia is hard
to find. In this grand city of some six million people
I have encountered the healthiest of European inclu-
sivism. I asked Dona, who is of mixed Spanish and
English parentage, about the recent upsurge in arriv-
als of undocumented migrants from across the Strait
of Gibraltar. He assured me that ‘on the lips of every
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Spaniard is the phrasc “as long as they  : not hurting
anyone, let them he”’

In this intoxicating place, his words sound like a
motto for the Spanish way of life. This is most evi-
dent in Lavapiés, a gritty Madrid suburb and the last
of the capital’s truce barrios (old gquarters), home to
low-income familics and impoverished immigrants.
In Madrid, Lavapic¢s is known as a great place for an
evening out. Here I sense none of the angst and hos-
tility that dominatcs the bleak dormitory suburbs of
Paris or the estates of northern English towns like
Bradford and Oldham.

It is not difficult to sce the reasons for such
evident tolerance. Spain has undergone an astonish-
ing transformation. The Spanish lived under the
Franco dictatorsh  until the mid-1970s. Now, Spain
seems to be rulea by Angel Ganivet’s famous state-
ment: ‘Every Spaniard’s ideal is to carry a statutory
letter with a sin  provision, brief but imperious:
“This Spaniard is entitled to do whatever he feels like
doing.””

Arccent and  eply felt memory of repression is
strong in the Spanish heart, and it is expressed most
vibrantly in a love of freedom. Just one genecration
ago, Dona and Ma 1a’s parents lived in a world where
persccution by the torces of General Franco was wide-
spread and where, in some parts of the country,
women were not allowed out of the house unless
accompaniced by a man. Spain’s history is also one of
conflict, then accommodation, with Muslim armics—
to such an extent that cven flamenco and many
famous Spanish dishes are of hybrid origin. Madrid
itself started life as an Islamic garrison town. The
Spanish also understand what it is like to be patron-
ised as the poor cousins of a cultured urope. Their
recent history has bred a greater understanding ame
Spa wrds of the perils that many refugecs flee. It has
also helped to make Spain one of the few countries in
Europe where a charismatic far-right leader is not in
the ascendant.













































countless items which surround love’s occasions, and
partly from a sense that these may do more than
attend certain moments, and may in fact be love’s
talismans, its lares and penates. I offer in evidence
the poem ‘Little Buddha’, whose epigraph is ‘Ich bin
der Licbe treuer Stern’, which is rendered, later in the
poem, as ‘I / Am love’s ever-faithful star.’

To see its porcelain smile
Is a surprise in that room
With the electronic junk,
The albums, the morning gloom,
The empty Pils neatly piled
By the futon, the light sunk
To a hangover of dreams
And yet, whatever it seems,
Whether indifferent to
Fate or expectation or
Luck, its surveillance tells you
Love can’t walk out through the door.

Unbelievers, still stung by
The need to construct a trust,
Like to set some piece of kitsch
In place, a Madonna, bust
Of Shakespeare, Sports Day trophy,
Anything numinous which
Shines in the Humanist dark,
For they are set to embark
On an unknowable sea
And the call-sign from afar
In darkness and light is ‘I
Am love’s ever-faithful star.’

You sing this and try to prove
It by rational choosing,

By doing without the bounty
Of high romantic losing,

Keeping instead to a love

Durable as accounting,
Traditional as the rhyme’s
Approximated sublime,

And you let the Buddha fix
On you its unchanging look

Outfacing digital clicks
And the brandishing of books.

But the warp remains in the soul,
The obscenity of faith,
The creed that runs in the blood,
The seventy years of safe
Excess succeeding control,
A dream of desert and flood,
Of God at the index points
Whose gift of loving anoints
The numinous animal
With lyrical avatars,
The lure of impersonal
Truth, a silence of the stars.

‘Little Buddha’ is one of many poems by Porter
which cock the wariest of eyebrows at the human
proneness to go a religious way: but it is quite as
reserved about the endorsement of banality as an
authentic human way. If ‘love’ is to some degree a
floating signifier in the poetry, it is not one fit to float
in shallow waters. Porter is impatient of, even incred-
ulous about, the merely ornamental. He can in season
have as vehement a sense as, say, Giacometti’s, that
commonplace entities are copious with significance—
though what that significance may be it is part of the
business of the poems to feel for. Their feeling for it,
in turn, requires excisions and exactions. Porter’s
poems task the reader, since the experience which
they both enact, and are, is itself tasking. Hence the
imaginative span which tautens through, for instance,
the second stanza of ‘Little Buddha’—'Unbelievers,
still stung’, etc.

The last three lines of that stanza—'And the call-
sign from afar / In darkness and light is “I / Am love’s
ever-faithful star.”’—may remind us of two things.
The first is that, as Virgil was to Dante, Auden is to
Porter; and the second is that Dante himself can be
more than a béte noire to Porter (which he occasion-
ally is} and can be a kind of provocative counter-
example to many of Porter’s essayings of love’s
definition. Auden wrote often of love as though it
knew him thoroughly while he badly wanted to know
it: Dante, in the Vita Nuova as well as in the Com-
media, wrote of love both as summoning and as chas-
tening—as that which enjoins and confutes, and above
all surprises. Porter’s mentality, sensibility and idiom
all differ from Dante’s in abundant ways; but the poets
do share a conviction that insofar as there are stelle
or sterne to be invoked when love is in question, these
are burning things indeed. To be ‘the numinous
animal’ may be all very well, but it is also, propor-

tionately, to be the taxed animal, if love is

the numen.
PORTER, WRITING OF love not as an abstraction or in
isolation but as something given, lived or quested for,
writes of it with mixed feelings. Mixed feelings are
indeed his métier. His poems blend them, attempt to
transform them, and display them. This is so, too,
when, after the fashion of Milosz, he falls in love with
‘a poem by a little-known poet’. There are, when we
think about it, ways and ways of being ‘little-known’.
Porter, for all his wide and deep versing in the range
of the poets of the past and the present, is interested,
I think, not in the esoteric but in the imperfectly
divulged. The 20th-century theoretical interest in that
which is ‘made strange’ in language is something
powerful in Porter, not only in the fashioning of his
own poems—many of their titles, alone, bear witness
to this—but in his attention to the poetry of others.
That many a magus is spurious does not mean that
many a magic is not genuine in poetry; and it is this
starry but elusive magic which commands homage
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Why, three hundred years ahead of me,

you should commend me for belief in love
eludes me. What is there else to write of?

You with the urgings of an impotence
appropriate to your short-hreathed age will put
your own adopted crinkle-crankle doubt

into the sort of poctry which won't

assimilate mankind—instead pathetic

Nature and the ramblings of a rhetor God

are called to make your language beautiful.
You arc a Psalmist doing without the smell

of burning flesh. Good and evil mixed, you say,
is not the way to justify a knack

with cadencing, and further, I make occasion
fill the cast-list. And here you're wrong

since you resort so often to that arid

concept “character’. Brutish husbands, vengeful lovers
arc simply steeds the words can ride—if cvery
speaker were the same at cach intrusion

on a sentence, then personac might make character—
instead, I write the only pocetry

the broken heart has known—not sympathy
for this or that distracted humanoid

but palaces and obelisks and tombs

of diction, and I set before you shapes

with names and callings, sub-contract them to
a place of some malignity and then

I watch. As they come into focus, syntax

stirs and secks its opportunity:

for this the human race was made, to build

its only lasting Babel, rusticate

the puffed-up feelings and the blemishes

of tragic pity. I have the instrument

to deal with ruined love—to outlast thought
by being before thought what it would say.

AT THE BEGINNING of his poem ‘The Truest Poetry
is the Most Feigning’, Auden enjoins, ‘By all means
sing of love but, if you do, / Please make a rare old
proper hullabaloo’; Porter’s Ford may not be making
a rare old proper hullabaloo, but he certainly favours
the cllipses and enfolding conceits commended in that
poem. The John Ford who speaks here is, in lawyerly
fashion, making out his own best case, and his voice
is no more to be identified simply with that of
Mr Porter of Brisbane and London than are the vari-
ous other ventriloquial utterings which can be heard
in the Collected Poems. At the same time, his brief
touches on some of the most important elements of
Porter’s practice. One of these is a deepset policy of
writing of love as something which is radically
implicated in language: speechless love is none of his
business. There is, it is true, some clone of Caliban to
be heard in Porter’s writing, that Caliban who,
speaking to Prospero, says bitterly that, ‘You taught
me language, and my profit on it / Is, I know how to
curse’: Porter knows that language is as prone to taint

as anything else. He also knows that, for all its poten-
tial vechemence and its frequent majesty, language
itself, in all its works, is perpetually liable to appear
strange. Wittgenstein said that if a lion could speak,
we could not understand it; for Porter, there is some-
thing leonine about language itself. Nonetheless, it
is a major way, pcrhaps the major way, by which we
can be oursclves at all, and as such it has an intimate
and perdurable relationship with the love, or the loves,
by which we can also be ourselves at all. Hence, as
I take it, the centrality of a poem like ‘John Ford
Answers T.S. Eliot.’

Porter’s Ford says, ‘what I know of men / tells me
centres will form only when / storms erupt to make
them.” In another of his poems, ‘Bellini and Heine
Come to Dinner’, Porter has Bellini say, ‘The calm
before the storm, the calim which follows it, / any-
onc, Countess, can show us that. It is the calm / within
the storm which I compose.” To compose ‘the calm
within the storm’ is, recurrently, Porter’s aim—the
calm of language, cven while it is mediating agitation,
disarray and inconclusion. Some poets, and among
them some of the best, write as though following a
formula from Canetti, who speaks of ‘Pause after
pause, and in between, quadrangles of words like for-
tresses.” Porter’s way is usually more supple, and more
subtle, than that. Of some of his own work, and espe-
cially when he is speaking of love, it might be said
that ‘The paradox is poetry, a sort of / versified cas-
cade not requiring metaphor / but like a fountain in a
blindfold villa / unmistakably an image of the heart.’

Ford was nothing if not provocative, and his voice
in Porter’s poem remains so. ‘I write the only poetry /
the broken heart has known—not sympathy / for this
or that distracted humanoid / but palaces and obelisks
and tombs / of diction’ he says, and ‘for this the human
race was made, to build / its only lasting Babel’. In
saying this he is the inheritor, and the modifier, of a
long tradition of the poets who model fulfilled or
unfulfilled love as something lodged in language, that
lodgement itself being a consolation, but also being a
reminder that consolation is called for. Porter has a
longstanding fascination with the most famous of all
broken towers, the one which is called ‘Babel’. Around
this he deploys, in various poems, sentiments ranging
from mockery to celebration, the tower embodying
meanwhile a haunting blend of endeavour and hubris,
of spectacle and futility. Babels are both profoundly
unsatisfactory and permanently unforgettable, and as
such they are well placed to stand for language, and
for the loves which somctimes recognise themselves
in language.

Of some of these last, Porter can speak in comic
vein, as when for instance, he says in ‘Throw the Book
at Them”:

Proust could get ten thousand lines from

onc night at a party and Robert Browning
knew he was in love only when he found he’d
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be—indeced he can sound like a sweet-tempered
Thomas Hobbes, or a Voltaire suddenly visited by
geniality—but he has a singular rcadiness to attest
the astounding—the astoundingly bad and the
astoundingly good, both, and their turbulent fusion
in experience. He is, in a special sense of the word, a
barbarous poet. I mean the term in the sense implied
in Hopkins’ line¢, ‘barbarous in beauty, the stooks
aris¢’; Hopkins, cver the intellectually sophisticated
and the experientially exposed, was speaking of being
in its vivid nakedness, its undeniable impingement.
Everything he wrote, good and bad, came out of that;
and although he liked masqucrade as much as any of
us—his technique itself being a version of masquer-
ade—it is this undeniable imminence of the real that
propels his writing. Peter Porter shares that barbarous
disposition. Where Hopkins has shocks of wheat,
Porter has the shock of loving mortals.

This is fine in some circumstances, as when, in
the late poem, ‘Jam on the Piano Keys’, Porter writcs,
‘Love and the dead are sufficient subject matter’'—a
view which Yeats also held, or said he did. But another
looming question may still present itself—something
implhied at the end of the little piece from Milosz with
which I began, when he says, ‘Yet falling in love is
not the same thing as being able to love. That is some-
thing different.” What is at issue here is not only an
individual’s psychic bent, nor only our traffickings
with one another, but whether or not the whole
amatory shebang is a charade. Emily Dickinson, who
might be called the éminence blanche behind some
of Porter’s imagination, said in one of her poems, ‘This
is my letter to the World / That never wrote to Mc/, a
move which tests the world not only for responsive-
ness but for its very identity. Peter Porter’s poctry,

I would say, tests the world for identity, and
never more than when he is writing of love.

ANETTI Asks, ‘What if it were all just an overture
and no one knew to what?’—'overture’ is good, surcly—
and floats the proposition, ‘In the play of language,
death disappears.” Porter’s reservations about both of
these notions would be profound, but he would
understand instinctively why they were being framed.
He is, after all, a constant favourer of the ‘what if’
disposings of the intellect and the imagination, and
he is himself a necessarily crumpled magician of
language, for whom death keeps on betraying its pres-
ence, however spectacular the linguistic panache may
be. Given a lead in much by Auden, he might also be
led by a climactic claim in Auden’s ‘In Praise of Lime-
stonc’, where the ‘older colder voice, the oceanic
whisper’, says that ‘There is no love; / There are only
the various envies, all of them sad.’

There are many ways of addressing the ‘older
colder voice’, not so much to rebut it as to hold it at
fence—'In Praisc of Limestone’, is, after all, among
other things a love poem. In ‘The Storm’, Porter asks,
‘"Why write pocms? / Why, for that matter, march on

Moscow / or ask your daughter if she loves you?’; in
‘Essay on Clouds’, he writes, ‘Night awaits the upper
wind. / I decide I should not like to live / in a uni-
verse kept up by love / yet unequipped to tell a joke /
or contemplate the sources of its fear.” And there is
indeed a jesterly path, as when, in ‘Essay on Patriot-
ism’, Porter writes, ‘Compared to my true patriotism /
the imperialism of my legs and bowels, / the suze-
rainty of my cyes, / grave hemispheric rulings / of the
wide Porterian peace, / my love of country is a pallid
passion.’

In an uncollected poem, ‘A Lido for Lunaticks’,
Porter continues to essay descriptions of love, which
are framed sometimes after the guesses of carlier
enquirers, and sometimes under the press of experi-
ence. The poem’s title is warning enough to keep us
wary as to conclusions, but the probings are not
perfunctory. ‘Love is the gloriously / Mechanical
operation of the spirit’, ‘Love can behave ... like the
Carthaginian / Army’; ‘Love’s proper face / Will not
be authorised but will concede / In waters calcinous
and camphorous / That a solipsism of dreams is what
the heart / Expects inits projected Heimatland.” ‘Love
is the inward journey of the soul’: it is a traditional
claim, but the formula is pressed, immediately in the
poem, like some coin of the past which is bitten to
test for its soundness.

‘A Lido for Lunaticks’ has for epigraph a quota-
tion from Emily Dickinson, ‘And Life is over there’.
Porter’s last words in his poem are, ‘If, as we trust, /
Life is over there, then is this love, / This inconclu-
siveness which orbits us, / A spacious Swiftian tele-
ology / Of backs being turned and clsewheres to be
at?’ T think of the last words in Keats’ last letter—
Talways made an awkward bow’. Truly significant
questions make an awkward bow: they have the
ungainliness of the uncertain, as does Porter’s ques-
tion here—which is how we may know that they are
genuine. And 1 should like to conclude this essay,
which is also a kind of laudatio, a formal salute to
distinction, by quoting once more from Rudolf Arn-
heim, as he muses on the ways in which words may
discharge meaning:

When the meaning of a word is not known, its sound
and its ingredients of particular connotation may con-
jure up a distinct referent. Antimacassar is to me a
mastodontic battlewagon, and the dictionary’s assur-
ance that the word designates a delicate backrest cover
is not strong cnough to dispel the barbarous vision.

Peter Porter knows that love can indeed be a ‘mas-
todontic battlewagon’, and that it can be ‘a delicate
backrest cover’. His poems are ‘not strong enough to
dispel the barbarous vision’, and that is part of their
unique authority.

Peter Steele sj has a personal chair at the University
of Melbourne.
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T's cUrRious HOw many of Geoff Page’s
poems take up a page. Author faces name-
sake in some moment of courageous per-
sonal understanding. Understandings
multiply, result of a mastcry of the art of
self-perception. Heconfesses ‘Iliketo  :nd
an afternoon // reflecting on the mortals.’
At one level there is a poetry of unspoken
moment—putting down the dog, unpack-
ing belongings after a scparation—a poetry
of losses, small ruptures that definc the
difference: ‘the way a net / means double
faults— // thc way one loses / games to
love.” ['Poctry and Tennis’)

Then slowly we are drawn into a wider
world that is also one of privacy, personal
indwelling, that inexpressible inner privacy
that is existence. ‘Sermon’ starts by asking
if art can ever express what an individual
experiences, and after concluding that it
cannot, takes the idea a step further:

The memories
we leave the living
are likewise fictions more or Icss.

The messages
all run onc way.
No once knows your true address.

Something of a corrective for those who
would hallow the page. A stecady building of
telling phrases into a poetry of experience is
one of Page’s hest skills. Easy cveryday
rhythmsarc hisforte, where we would Jeast
expect to find deeper meanings. Rhyme
happens from time to time like some
unmentioned accident. Occasionally he
even breaks through into genuine small
triumphs; in ‘Starting Over’ for example,
where a couple in their 50s ‘setting out
from rented space, / their differences in
history’ can exclaim “This time, yes, they'll
getitright’. The move from the objective to
the subjective comes effortlessly.

Pagc is a canny portraitist of Australian
suburban morcs, a place where you find
girls who have ‘vagucly gotreligion’, wi ws
in their 80s who are ‘teetotal or “a touch,
thank you”’, a grandson ‘on the internet /
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Who climbs his family trce // The other
with his new Nintendo / Entirely self-
engendered’. Bchavioural patternsbeget new
ways of sceing, pleasurable with instant
recognition. This has its dark side too, as
for example in ‘The Big Black Cat’;

Bigotry’s a big black cat
balanced on your knees
purring as you stroke its back
and sharing the TV.

Everybody has a cat;

there’s no one who's not felt

the purr of satisfaction when
somc talkback smooths the pelt.

No-one? Page uses the sweeping statement
to confront our own innocence or denial.
Oncc out of the private world, though, Page
can be a little unsteady. His poetry of social
protest meets with varying success, owing
to the same casy speaking tone. The ironies
lose their steeliness in protracted declama-
tion, as in ‘A Short Statement of Policy’.

A passion for the short three-line verse
isjust one example of Page’s immiensce debt
to William Carlos Williams. Epigrammatic,
plain-dealing and powered by everyday
Imagism, Page has the insupcrable advan-
tage of explicit meaning. Take this six-line
poem called ‘The Analogues’:

Those speedboats on the Boobera

as if along an ancient spine
wincing under water
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or Harley Davidsons in church
throaty on the sacred tiles
and heading for the altar.

This is a poetry of direct engagement
where the voice has a weathered common
sense and the tricks are not showy.
Another Australian characteris the ‘dark-
night-of-the-soul agnostic’, somceonc Page
would scem to know from personal
cxperience:

Hel  dsno temple out of bricks

and s not like to preach.

He thinks conviction more impressive
slightly out of rcach.

In privacy Page can cclebrate the sanc-
tity of the individual, while his poems on
Religion (Big R) are sceptical of all fixed
positions, including the sceptie’s. The
hum: scale is his measure, while in his

hard questions about right living,

Page is the determined Protestant.
A.N eMERGENT Catholic sensibility
informs the poetry of Jamcs Charlton; the
dictic s stable and the tendency is adjec-
tival. Like Page, he has a trained Imagist
propensity. ‘The petrel’s beak points / to
nothing except the fish,” hc writes in
‘Tasman Peninsula’, whilc the end of the
sentence warns of something more going
on, ‘which in turn / symboliscs nothing but
itself, // a lesson I resisted, / much as that
raptor ..." The changes are contemplative,
internalising. Atitsbest, such an ¢nterpris-
ing poctry lcads into a state of affirmation
and sclf-transformation.

Charlton will not avoid the suffering of
creation, and in naming suftering walks the
tine line poetry always must between bathos
and despair. His report of a rabbit shoot
keeps to the facts:

One pulse ceases;
another quickens.
One set of teeth jerks open;
another clenches.
[‘This Rabbit’)



The problem of talking about suffcring while
cmploying a richly sensuous, indeed pleas-
urable, language is, however, one that
Charlton does not altogether come to terms
with, and in this he is not alone.

Acceptance is achicvement. The mood
lightens when Charlton reaches states of
physical equilibrium. He is most at home
with bodiliness, his own body or that of his
lover, ‘suspended happily / between hope
and hopelessness.” In the poem ‘On the
Rim’ he talks of how ‘our bodies, these
portable monasteries, / sit on the rim of
silence.” And in the natural world he can
speak of insects as ‘joint heirs of such
molecularinhcritance / that where our skin
stops, // our bodies do not stop’. This last is
a greeting that is also a peace offering to
the web of nature, that clsewhere stings
or bitces.

With these concerns at the centre of his
thought, the urge tomystical union becomes
almost a common occurrence, though the
valuc is never lessened. ‘Mystical’ would
have to be one of the more unfashionable
words of our times, and ‘mysticism’ has
been replaced silently by the popular catch-
all, ‘spirituality’. How else, though, to
explain the following, from ‘A Lagavulin
Night’: ‘I'm in a country you've already //
entcred; in a house / you’ve already scen.’
Or this, the poet gazing at a boulder very
like those gazed upon a few years ago by
another Tasmanian, James McAuley:

I looked until I saw,
or thought I saw,
an infinitesimal
rise and fall:

igneous passion in motion,
stabilised for an aeon
and now stilled,

or perhaps not.
I felt part of a backdrop
of presence,
as if all things participated
in a gossamered influence,
a cloud of utterance.

{‘Breathing Boulder’)

There is political and love poetry in this
first collection, but definitions like these
are the special guides Charlton leaves us. In
such a space, in such a breath, we¢ have
squarely left the page and found in human
language a means to the ineffable, to a new
oneness with the world.

Philip Harvey is a poet and librarian at the
Joint Theological Library, Melbourne.

Heaven Refuses

for Chris Wallace-Crabbe

There goes that hat again,
doffed by the seventh wind

into the blue postmodern
but this time past retrieve,

a dispassionate balloon resisting anchor
for the vaster—see

practically the cherub’s cheek puff mad
as the cap filigrees

into the high northern so-long
longing for ozone.

She pats her ruffled Medusa
with a vanity that dawns
as it glimpses both Ecclesiastes
and Eccles: her brows unite
like knitting, chins collapse
progressively, as the eye
[squinting with opprobrium)
loops upward, dragging
the prissy visage kicking
into the dialectic.

But heaven refuses to antithesize,
and the last she’ll

snatch of the absurd expatriated ostrich
as it levitates evenly

beyond even theosophy’s heptalogs
is light—the speck

winks its lazy, spiky valedictory
once, and is absent,

its plume snuffed in a puff of decency
beneath the sandy yonder.

Alex Skovron

Alex Skovron’s next book, The Man and the Map, will be

published by Five [slands Press in 2003.
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4L ow MANY MONSTERS lived under your bed when you were
seven? Perhaps the monster is your sister, who lurks among
the dust bunnies one evening as you, perhaps humming a sleepy
little tune, walk to your bed. Then she grabs your ankle.

You cover, eventually, with enough sympathy and hot
cocoa. Many years later, that very scene is reprised in The Sixth
Sense, and you shriek just a bit louder than the rest of the audi-
ence. Friends start to back out of cinema dates with you unless
the movie is PG, tops. 'I'll come with you to Crush, but forget
the Carrie rerun,’ says one, heartlessly.

She cannot understand that, shrieking aside, I enjoy the
frisson of terror, even the chill of horror, in my entertainment.
Perhaps it’s because horror’s themes are big, really big, taking
in the meaning of things, the nature of existence, the reasons
for living, power, good, evil, love, ath, soul-struggle, moral
dilemma. And if we can also get these things in an episode of
Blue Heelers then he  or offers us something else as well.
Good horror makes you think, under the pressure of fear. Shake-
speare knows how to leave both the mundane world and the
shadow world in our minds. His witches in the Scottish play
were saying things attributed to ‘real’ witches at the time, and
the play’s bad-luck history ever since has spawned a culture of
fear for actors—you don’t muck around with old Mac. And while
Hamlet’s father’s ghost may well be explained away in
whatever theory happens to appeal more than the words that
Shakespeare left us, a well-performed first scene of Hamlet has
you shivering.

The best things on TV at the moment are dealing with all
that big stuff. Channel Nine has been showing Six Feet Under
{around 10.30pm Mondays) and it should have an army of
admirers. They have programmed it after Sex and the City,
obviously gambling that it might keep those parts of that audi-
ence that don’t then switch over to Seven for Buffy the Vam-
pire Slayer. All three are, along with Spin City and West Wing,
the very best of American television drama.

Six Feet Under is about a small-town, family-run under-
taker’s business. The father dies in a car accident and Nate
Fisher, the estranged eldest son, finds that he has been left half
the business to share with his repressed gay brother David.
There is a lot of interesting detail about embalming and tarting
up dead people, some of which might bother the fragile-
stomached. There is some terrific ting—Rachel Griffiths is
compelling and attractive as Brenda. Nate’s lover. The series is
complex and intelligent, but wi shock some people. Its
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language is as obscene as the timeslot allows—there is literally
nothing they won’t say. Don’t be put off by this. It feels
authentic, unlike the sweari  in Sex and the City, which some-
times has a self-conscious ‘aren’t-I-daring’ air.  >th Sex and Six
Feet Under are well worth a look, the former becausc it is a
true essential: Carrie, Miranda, Samantha and Charlottc mean
something to women everywhere. In a world where women are
often the poorest of the poor, they are relatively without money
worries. They dress extravagantly in a world that also contains
burkas. They choose whether and how to have sex in a world
that also includes clitoridectomy and honour killings. The
people in Six Feet Under make similar choices but they

exist in a world that is less fairy-tale than Sex in the

City.

STRANGELY enoucH, the world of Buffy the Vampire Slayer is
not far removed from either Six Feet Under or Sex in the City.
[t is a fairy tale but it delves as deep as any philosopher would
want. Websites on it proliferate, discussing the themes tl
arise in the series—everything from its treatment of Christian-
ity, or Kant’s ethics, to Plato’s cave. The ‘4 Things Philo-
sophical on Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel’ website is fun
and can be found at http://www.atpobtvs.com/index.html. Buffy
lives in an American Our Town called Sunnydale, which hap-
pens to be built right over a portal into Hell.

Joss Whedon, the series’ creator, makes the cast read
Shakespeare before shooting each episode. Allusions abound,
sometimes even direct quotes. Spike the vampire, in an early
episode, when he is still pr  : evil, promises his lover that he
will kill Buffy, adding ‘T'll chop her into messes.” No other direct
reference to Othello is made in that episode. It is just one of
the many little surprises. If 1 are female you will adore Spike,
the cute almost-reformed vampire who loves Buffy. But I have
to tell you that in s you will come up against opposition
from young males in the fai ly, who will all barrack for Angel
(Buffy’s first vampire lover; it’s a long story—don’t ask} and
deplore Spike as a scurvy knave.

‘T suppose you and Mum think he’s a lovable rogue, a bit of
a scapegrace,’ said my nephew bitterly. ‘Oh yes,” we choruse
‘He's a real scamp, isn’t he? Love those cheekb es!” Nephew
went off to his computer muttering about pearls, swine and the
tragedy of menopausal brain-softening in close relatives.

Juliette Hughes is a freelance writer.
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