
 

 
PASSAGE ANALYSIS  
 
(‘Clichés as Clouds Above Calstock’- ‘Ex Libris Senator Pococurante’ - ‘Lichtenbergers’) 
 
Written on the verge of a new millennium, Peter Porter provides a commentary on modern existence 
(Ms Marriner, can this be said about almost all the poems, as an overall contention?) in his 
collection of poetry, Max is Missing. As an aging man who has written poetry for fifty years, Porter 
reflects on his never-ending desire to write originally. There is no doubt that Porter emphasizes the 
importance of language and he adamantly criticizes specific text or the way language is misused, 
which is evident in ‘Clichés as Clouds Above Calstock’ and ‘Lichtenbergers.’ His poems harbor 
condensed and complex meanings and strongly advocate that people should think for themselves 
instead of conforming to society’s expectations.  
 
A reoccurring idea in Porter’s poetry is the quest and struggle for originality. The first poem of the 
collection ‘Last Words’ is dedicated to the exploration of the way words are used, their longevity and 
their potential to inspire. Amongst the declaration that words warren respect, Porter also references 
the trivial use of words such as skyscrapers and birthday cards. Even in the last poem of the 
collection, ‘Lichtenbergers,’ the reader may note that Porter is still lusting for a way to use words 
creatively. This is evident in the abstract aphorism that combines the words ‘Lichtenberg’ and 
‘hamburger’, creating a completely original word. Whilst many other poems in Porter’s collection 
have a controlled, rhythmic or rhyming structure, ‘Lichtenbergers’ seems to be entirely unique in its 
form. Like Lichtenberg who is known for his insightful waste books, Porter offers a series of 
scattered musing with multiple voices that jump from varied themes, evident in the lines, 
“Depression is Death’s Immune System./ He told me his poems were living in America.” 
Lichtenberg’s waste books were chaotic and difficult to decipher, and this is emulated throughout 
this poem.  Like in ‘Tasso’s Oak,’ Porter brings attention to a historical figure, Lichtenberg, who 
often goes unnoticed, and in this way, the poem is unlike any other.  
 
(The following paragraph was meant to be joined to the previous, but it’s too long so I decided to 
split it up, but it still has the same ideas. What do you think of this?) 
 
Porter believes that part of being original is writing complex, intertextual poems that are difficult to 
comprehend upon first reading. Whilst Porter asserts the value of the written word, he also 
expresses the frustrations of being a writer and trying to achieve originality. This is evident in 
‘Clichés as Clouds Above Calstock’ when Porter contends that making a living from writing is 
challenging, “Clever invents bring no profit…And will be reborn as they are.” Although he may 
endeavor to use language “clever[ly],” Porter acknowledges that words will be “reborn” and used 
over and over again, until they are not yours or unique anymore.  
 
Having such a high opinion of the written word, Porter does not shy away from criticizing the way 
language is misused in modern society. In ‘Clichés as Clouds Above Calstock,’ Porter suggests that 
our generation will be remembered for the tiring, predictable, “clapped-out” use of “journalese,” 
newspapers and magazines. There is a tone of disapproval towards the modern use of 
communication, that is described as “palpable/ In water-vapour,” entailing that the excessive use of 
media communication is valueless and will fade away, just as water evaporates. The idea is further 
manifested through the question, “What should/ Existence be but another vapour?” Though Porter 
endeavors to creatively use poetic language and structure in ‘Lichtenbergers,’ it can also be 
interpreted that he is parodying the media’s use of sound-bites. The nature of the poem is very 
random, perhaps warning us of how confusing communication will become if we continue to misuse 
language.   
 



Porter endorses individuality and contends that others should think for themselves instead of 
conforming to society’s expectations. In ‘Ex Libris Senator Pococurante,’ Porter reduces the worth of 
the western literary cannon. By satirically listing and providing a commentary on some parodies of 
western canon books, Porter challenges the validity of the books are thought to be edifying 
literature. The alliteration of “boring battle” degrades the importance of ‘Carchamish,’ as does the 
comment “gods obsessed by their own dignity.” Porter also shrinks the merit of ‘The Hunnish Wars,’ 
proclaiming that “it deserves its fate/ to end up teaching grammar to dull boys.” By describing the 
boys as “dull,” Porter suggests that education can be found in different forms. Being unique and 
reading what you enjoy is promoted, but Porter also proposes that you can learn the technique of 
language just as much by hearing people speak as you do from reading books. 
 
Ultimately, Porter uses his poetry to assert his views and critique the way we live our lives in the 
modern world. Having written poetry for fifty years, Porter is able to draw on his wisdom from life 
and experiences to warn us to be careful about our choices, as they may negative influence the 
future civilization. 


