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TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

THE PRESENT BOOK contains the nine collections of poetry that Zbigniew Herbert published during his lifetime, from his late debut, Chord of Light, which appeared in 1956, to Epilogue to a Storm, the collection that appeared a few months before Herbert’s death in July 1998. Unpublished or uncollected poems from the poet’s archive have not been included; Herbert’s English-language readers will have to wait until a definitive edition of Herbert’s poetry exists in Poland before a “collected” in the most literal sense can be assembled in English. Nevertheless, this book does gather together the main body of his published poems for the first time, preserving the order of the individual collections as they initially appeared.

With the exception of the last, which Herbert was already too ill to edit properly, these collections were solidly constructed as unifed wholes. Throughout his writing life, Herbert fought against considerable odds to retain basic control over the form in which his work was sent into the world. He was constantly confronted with the problems of a writer working under varying degrees of censorship. J. M. Coetzee, in an essay in the collection Giving Offense, has aptly described this struggle as one in which building for “the test of the classic”—that of endurance—was also Herbert’s best strategy against the “figure of the censor” in literary culture. He combined a singular sensitivity to the drama of power with a desire to thwart those who would trim the body of his work to fit any ideological—or ideal—order.

Collected Poems reprints the seventy-nine poems chosen and translated by Czeslaw Milosz and Peter Dale Scott, and published as Selected Poems in the Penguin Modern European Poets series in 1968, under the editorship of A. Alvarez; these poems have been inserted into the sequence of the original Polish collections. These fine translations were Herbert’s first extensive introduction to the English-speaking world. They have been retained here unchanged—with one exception. In any circumstances I would be hesitant to “revise” others’ translations, and I was particularly reluctant to tamper with Scott’s and Milosz’s well-known versions. For this reason, and because it may throw some light on Herbert’s poetry as a whole, I will add a few words on the one small change I made.

In the poem “Apollo and Marsyas” the fourth stanza reads in Polish:


tylko z pozoru
glos Marsjasza
jest monotonny
i sktada sięz jednej samogtoski
A



Milosz and Scott originally translated this as follows:


only seemingly
is the voice of Marsyas
monotonous
and composed of a single vowel
Aaa



I chose to remove the “aa” added, restoring the simple ‘A” of Herbert’s poem. To my sense it is crucial that though this poem is “composed” around a cry of pain, Herbert does not explicitly sound it in the poem, but points to it and portrays it in a series of metamorphoses—a landscape, a choir, a petrified nightingale. To translate it into a cry is to remove animating ambiguities in the poem: Who perceives this sound, and as what? What, if anything, does the sound “express” or indicate? Who is it who describes the body’s landscape in the poem’s indented section—is this Apollo’s aestheticized reading of Marsyas’s pain, or is the poet showing us a mortal beauty hidden from the god because he is immortal? What is the nature of this “real duel” between god and silene—and what would constitute victory?

From Herodotus’ Histories via Plato’s Symposium, Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Dante’s invocation to Apollo as the flayer of Marsyas in the opening canto of the Paradiso, and Titian’s famous The Flaying of Marsyas, right up to Anish Kapoor’s 2002 installation Marsyas, exhibited at the Tate Modern in London, this myth itself metamorphoses throughout history, growing and shedding aesthetic, moral, political, and religious meanings. Herbert’s poem defies any attempt to pin its terms to a stable set of metaphors; rather, the poet reintroduces the knot of rival meanings the story accrued over centuries and makes them reverberate at the core of the poem, provoking questions about the relation between human and non-human sounds, between pain and creation, art and compassion, eros and disgust.

For Herbert the sphere of myth is an intensification and complication of reality, never a refuge. Myths are treacherous, subject to all sorts of manipulation for political advantage, as in the prose poem “Cernunnos.” Sometimes it is not myths that fail man but man who shows himself too petty to inhabit them, slipping through their structure like plankton through a net—as in Herbert’s rewriting of the Biblical story of Jonah. Frozen into a solid form, on the other hand, myths are deadly; perhaps this is why “Apollo and Marsyas” closes with a scene of petrification: the exact opposite of Ovid’s version of the story, which ends in the transformation of the creature Marsyas into the name of a clear river.

In my reading, this is a truly inexhaustible poem and, in its attempt to push past the confines of modernism, one of the most important in postwar European poetry. It resonates strangely with a poem published in the same year, 1961, but arising in a very different personal and literary context: Paul Celan’s “Die Silbe Schmerz” (“The Syllable Pain”), a poem that also relies on the tension between articulate speech and inarticulate pain to probe the mysteries of world creation. I consider it a translator’s job in such a case to retain the fullest possible range of complexity; the difference between “A” and “Aaa” may seem small, but seen in the light of Herbert’s deep participation in the aesthetic and philosophical quandaries of modernity, it marks an abyss.

I OWE A considerable debt to previous translators of Herbert, notably to John and Bogdana Carpenter—who not only acted as Herbert’s translators over many years but contributed much to his reception and recognition in the English-speaking world—but also to all those who produced versions of individual poems for anthologies: Stanislaw Baranczak and Clare Cavanagh, Adam Czerniawski, and Robert Mezey, who included a translation of the poem “Sequoia” done in collaboration with Jacek Niecko in a recent Library of America Poems of the American West. There may be others of whom I am unaware. Great poets deserve many translators, and I hope existing translations will continue to be read and new translations emerge, throwing a new light on the poems and ensuring their continued life in English.

I’m deeply grateful to all the friends and colleagues who read my versions over several years, and especially to James Leigh, who read them all with a musician’s ear; to Dan Halpern for having confidence in me; to Millicent Bennett of Ecco for her hard work and solidarity; to Henryk Citko of the Herbert archive in Warsaw for patient and painstaking assistance with textual, visual, and biographical materials; to Marysia Dzieduszycka for her passionate devotion and practical intelligence; to Leonard Gardner for lugging the weight; to Robert Hass for good counsel; to Krystyna and Ryszard Krynicki for an unstinting supply of books and textual first aid; to Gabriel Leigh and Ria Loohuizen for staunch moral support; to Jessy Kaner and Derek Miller for a quiet flat to read proofs; to Maya Wodecka and Adam Zagajewski for aiding and abetting the project in myriad ways; and, above all, to Katarzyna Herbert, for the good humor, generosity, and grace with which she responded to inquiries and gave warm and unfailing encouragement.

Alissa Valles
Warsaw
May 2006


INTRODUCTION

by ADAM ZAGAJEWSKI

WHERE DID HERBERT come from; where did his poetry come from? The simplest answer is: We don’t know. Just as we never know where any great artist comes from, irrespective of whether they are born in the provinces or in the capital. Yet here we cannot merely content ourselves with our mystic ignorance!

American readers undoubtedly deserve a short biographical sketch: Zbigniew Herbert, born in Lwów in 1924, led a life that especially in his youth was full of adventure and danger, though one is tempted to say that he was created rather for a quiet existence between museum and library. There are still many things we do not know about the wartime period of his life—to what extent he was engaged in the resistance, or what he experienced during the occupation. We know that he came from what is called in English the “middle classes,” and in Polish is known as the intelligentsia. The relative, or perhaps truly profound, orderliness of his childhood was destroyed once and for all in September 1939 by the outbreak of war. First Nazi Germany, then seventeen days later the Soviet Union, invaded the territory of Poland. At that time Wehrmacht units did not make it as far as Lwów; the city, which was filled with refugees from central Poland, was occupied by the Red Army—and by the NKVD, the secret police, who immediately set about arresting thousands of Poles, Jews, and Ukrainians. The sudden leap from the last pre-war vacation to Stalin’s terror must have been unbelievably brutal. Many elements of Herbert’s poetry undoubtedly originated from this experience.

In the last days of June 1941 the Soviet occupation of Lwów ended and the Nazi occupation began. Distinguishing between the two occupations is a matter for academics. Of course, one major difference was that now the persecutions were aimed mostly, though not exclusively, at Jews.

When the war ended and Lwów was incorporated into the territory of the Soviet Union, Herbert was one of thousands of young people living in abeyance, trying to study, and hiding their underground past. Hard as it will be for a western reader to believe, the new authorities imposed by Moscow persecuted former resistance fighters simply for having fought in their various ways against the Nazi invader. Their crime was to have been connected—often without fully being aware of it, since they operated at a local level and mostly carried out specific, small-scale assignments—with the Polish government in exile in London rather than the communist partisan movement. The new government applied to them a policy that was the exact opposite of the American GI Bill, putting obstacles in their way, sometimes imprisoning them, and sometimes even sentencing them to death.

The whole time up till 1956, when a political thaw altered the situation for the better, Herbert led an unsettled existence, changing addresses frequently, moving around between Gdansk, Warsaw, Toru?, and Kraków, and taking on various jobs (when he was short of money he even sold his own blood, a painfully accurate metaphor for the life of a poet). He studied philosophy, wondering whether or not he should devote himself to it full time. He was also drawn to art history. For political reasons he was unable to bring out his first book of poetry, but he began to publish individual poems and book reviews; the periodical he was most involved with was Tygodnik Powszechny, a liberal-Catholic weekly based in Kraków.

He was not completely isolated; he had friends in various cities, and lovers; he also had an intellectual mentor. This was Henryk Elzenberg, at the time a professor of the University of Toru?, an erudite philosopher and poet, a tireless researcher of intellectual formulae, and an independent type barely tolerated by the new regime. A volume of correspondence between teacher and student published recently (in 2002) reveals a melancholic professor and a witty student frequently excusing himself before his mentor for real or imagined failures. In these letters Herbert is contrary and obedient, inventive, talented, no doubt aware of his epistolary charms, but still timid, a little afraid of his strict Master, not entirely sure whether he should become a philosopher or a poet, demanding emotion in philosophy and ideas in poetry, averse to closed systems, droll, at once ironic and warm.

The year 1956, as I mentioned, changes almost everything for Herbert. His debut, Chord of Light, is enthusiastically received. Suddenly, thanks to the thaw, the borders of Europe are open to him, to some extent at least; he can visit France, Italy, London. From this moment there begins a new chapter in his life, one that was to last almost to his final months—he died in July 1998. A truly different chapter—yet if one looks at it closely, it is oddly similar to the preceding one. Now, admittedly, Herbert travels amongst Paris, Berlin, Los Angeles, and Warsaw; the length of his journeys is much greater than before, and he becomes a world-famous poet. But the fundamental unrest and the underlying instability (including financially) are still there. In addition there is an encroaching illness. Only the surroundings are more beautiful; they include the greatest museums of the world, in which breathless tourists can see a Polish poet diligently and calmly sketching the works of great artists in his notebook. For once again he has masters: Henryk Elzenberg’s place has now been taken by Rembrandt, Vermeer, and Piero della Francesca, and also the “old masters” from the magnificent poem in Report from a Besieged City.

He also had mentors and teachers in poetry. He learned a great deal from Czeslaw Milosz, with whom he was friends (they had met for the first time in Paris in the second half of the 1950s). He was thoroughly familiar with the Polish romantic poets and with old and modern European poetry. He certainly read Cavafy. He studied the classical authors—studied them the way poets do, unsystematically, falling in and out of love, jumping from period to period, finding the things that were important for him and discarding those that interested him less; in doing so he acted quite differently from a scholar, who moves like a solid tank of erudition through the period he has selected. He also read dozens of historical works on Greece, Holland, and Italy. He sought to understand the past. He loved the past—as an aesthete, because he was fascinated by beauty, and as a man who quite simply looked in history for the traces of others.

EVERY GREAT POET lives between two worlds. One of these is the real, tangible world of history, private for some and public for others. The other world is a dense layer of dreams, imagination, fantasms. It sometimes happens—as for example in the case of W. B. Yeats—that this second world takes on gigantic proportions, that it becomes inhabited by numerous spirits, that it is haunted by Leo Africanus and other ancient magi.

These two territories conduct complex negotiations, the result of which are poems. Poets strive for the first world, the real one, conscientiously trying to reach it, to reach the place where the minds of many people meet; but their efforts are hindered by the second world, just as the dreams and hallucinations of certain sick people prevent them from understanding and experiencing events in their waking hours. Except that in great poets these hindrances are rather a symptom of mental health, since the world is by nature dual, and poets pay tribute with their own duality to the true structure of reality, which is composed of day and night, sober intelligence and fleeting fantasies, desire and gratification.

There is no poetry without this duality, though the second, substitute world is different for each outstanding creative artist. What is it like for Herbert? Herbert’s dreams are sustained by various things—travels, Greece and Florence, the work of great painters, ideal cities (which he saw only in the past, not in the future, unlike many of his contemporaries). But they are also sustained by the knightly virtues of honor and courage.

Herbert himself helps us to understand his poetry in “Mr Cogito and Imagination.” Because Mr Cogito:


longed to fully comprehend
—Pascal’s night
—the nature of diamonds
—the melancholy of the prophets
—the wrath of Achilles
—the madness of genocides
—the dreams of Mary Queen of Scots
—the Neanderthal’s fear
—the despair of the last Aztecs
—the long dying of Nietzsche
—the joy of the Lascaux painter
—the rise and fall of an oak
—the rise and fall of Rome



Achilles and an oak, Lascaux and a Neanderthal’s fear, the despair of the Aztecs—these are the ingredients of Herbert’s imagination. And always “rise and fall”—the entirety of the historical cycle. Herbert sometimes likes to assume the position of a rationalist and so in his beautiful poem he says of these unfathomable things that Mr Cogito longed to “fully comprehend” them, something that is of course (fortunately) impossible.

But for Herbert the matter is even more complicated. In him we find two central intellectual problems—participation and distance. He never forgot the horror of war and the invisible moral obligations he incurred during the occupation. He himself spoke of loyalty as a leading ethical and aesthetic yardstick. Yet he was different from poets such as Krzysztof Kamil Baczyński, the great bard of the wartime generation, who died very young (in the Warsaw Uprising), and whose poems were imbued with the heat of burning metaphors. No, Herbert is not like that at all: In him the level of wartime horror is seen from a certain distance. Even in the direst circumstances the heroes of Herbert’s poems do not lose their sense of humor. And in the poems and essays the tragic poet steps out alongside the carefree Mr. Pickwick, who does not imagine that he has deserved such a great misfortune. It may be here that there lies the particular, indefinable charm of both Herbert’s poetry and his essays—this tragicomic mixing of tones, the fact that the utmost gravity in no way excludes joking and irony. But the irony mostly concerns the character of the poet, or that of his porte-parole Mr Cogito, who is by and large a most imperfect fellow. While as concerns the message of this poetry—and it is poetry with a message, however obscure—the irony does not affect it whatsoever.

The need for distance: We can imagine to ourselves (I like to think about this) a youthful Herbert, who in occupied Lwów is looking through albums of Italian art, perhaps paintings of the Sienese quatrocento, perhaps reproductions of Masaccio’s frescoes. He’s sitting in an armchair with an album on his lap; maybe he’s at a friend’s place, or maybe at home—while outside the window there can be heard the shouts of German (or Soviet) soldiers. This situation—the frescoes of Masaccio (or Giotto) and the yells of the soldiers coming from outside—was fixed permanently in Herbert’s imagination. Wherever he was, however many years had passed since the war, he could hear the soldiers shouting outside the window—even in Los Angeles and the (once) quiet Louvre, in the now closed Dahlem Museum in Berlin (its collections transferred to a modern building on Potsdamer Platz), or in his Warsaw apartment. Beauty is not lonely; beauty attracts baseness and evil—or in any case encounters them frequently.

The paradox of Herbert, which is perhaps especially striking in our modern age, also resides in the fact that though he refers willingly and extensively to existing “cultural texts” and takes symbols from the Greeks and anywhere else, it is never in order to become a prisoner of those references and meanings—he is always lured by reality. Take the well-known poem “Apollo and Marsyas.” It is constructed on a dense, solid foundation of myth. An inattentive reader might say (as inattentive critics have in fact said) that this is an academic poem, made up of elements of erudition, a poem inspired by the library and the museum. Nothing could be more mistaken: Here we are dealing not with myths or an encyclopedia, but with the pain of a tortured body.

And this is the common vector of all Herbert’s poetry; let us not be misled by its adornments, its nymphs and satyrs, its columns and quotations. This poetry is about the pain of the twentieth century, about accepting the cruelty of an inhuman age, about an extraordinary sense of reality. And the fact that at the same time the poet loses none of his lyricism or his sense of humor—this is the unfathomable secret of a great artist.

(Translated by Bill Johnston)


CHORD OF LIGHT
1956

 

TWO DROPS


No time to grieve for roses, when the forests are burning.

—JULIUSZ SLOWACKI



The forests were on fire—
they however
wreathed their necks with their hands
like bouquets of roses

People ran to the shelters—
he said his wife had hair
in whose depths one could hide

Covered by one blanket
they whispered shameless words
the litany of those who love

When it got very bad
they leapt into each other’s eyes
and shut them firmly

So firmly they did not feel the flames
when they came up to the eyelashes

To the end they were brave
To the end they were faithful
To the end they were similar
like two drops
stuck at the edge of a face

 

HOME

A home above the year’s seasons
a home for children beasts apples
a square block of empty space
under an absent star

home was childhood’s telescope
home was feeling’s skin
a sister’s cheek
a tree’s branch

a flame blew out the cheek
a bullet struck out the branch
a homeless footsoldier’s song
over the scattered ash of a nest

home is childhood’s cube
home is feeling’s die

a burnt sister’s wing
a dead tree’s leaf

 

FAREWELL TO SEPTEMBER

The days were the color of amaranth
shining like the lance of an uhlan

Over the megaphones was sung
an anachronistic ballad
about Poles and bayonets

A tenor struck like a riding-whip
and after every verse
a list was published of live torpedoes

Who nota bene
through six years of war
were to smuggle lard—
pitiful unexploded bombs

The commander raised his eyebrows
like a mace
and chanted: not one button

The buttons mocked:
We shan’t give we shan’t give the boys
sewn flatly on to the heath

 

THREE POEMS BY HEART

1

I cannot find the title

for a memory of you

with a hand torn from the dark

I move on the remains of faces

faint profiles of friends

froze into hard outlines


revolving around my head

empty as the wind’s forehead—

the silhouette of a black paper man



2

living—despite
living—against
I reproach myself with the sin of forgetting

you left an embrace like a needless sweater
a gaze like a question

our hands won’t pass on the shape of your hands
we let them go to waste touching common things

our eyes reflect a question
tranquil as mirrored glass
unclouded by warm breath

every day I refresh my eye
every day my touch grows
tickled by the nearness of so many things

life purls like blood
Shadows softly melt
let’s not let the fallen perish—
a cloud will pass on their memory—

the worn profiles of Roman coins

3

the women in our street
were ordinary and good
patiently they fetched from market
nourishing bouquets of vegetables

the children in our street
—such a torment to cats

the pigeons—a mild gray

in the park there was a statue of the Poet
children rolled their hoops
and their colorful cries
birds sat on his hands
reading his silence

in the summer nights wives
patiently waited for mouths
smelling of familiar tobacco


women couldn’t answer
their kids: he’ll be back
when the city went down
they put out fires hands
pressed up to their eyes

the children from our street
met with a very hard death

pigeons fell lightly
like air shot down
now the lips of the Poet
are a flattened horizon
birds children and wives cannot dwell
in the city’s pitiful shell
in the cool down of ash

the city which stands on water
smooth as a mirror’s memory
is reflected from the river-bed

and flies to a lofty star
where the fire smells far
as a page from the Iliad



 

TO THE FALLEN POETS

The singer’s lips are welded fast
he mouths the night with his eyes
under a horizon’s malevolent cast
where the song ends dusk arrives
and sky’s shade covers the earth

As pilots snore in stacks of stars
you go hiding papers a silly sheaf
shedding mosaics made of words
Metaphors mock you as you flee
into a spray of righteous bullets

Your vain words are a shadow’s echo
and a wind in empty stanzas’ rooms
Not for you to hallow fire with song
you wither scattering to no purpose
the languid flowers of pierced hands


ENVOI
Silent one receive A shrieking bullet
lodged in his arm so he fled surprise
Grass will cover this mound of poems
under the malevolent cast of horizons
your silence will drink to the dregs



 

WHITE EYES

Blood lives the longest
it surges and craves air

translucence congealing
loosens the pulse’s knot

at dusk the mercury column rises
at dawn mold covers the mouth

closer and closer
temples sinking
eyelids subdued

white eyes burn no lights
broken triangle of fingers
breath taken from silence


the mother screams
rends a numb name



 

RED CLOUD

A red cloud of dust
summoned that fire—
the setting of a city
over earth’s horizon

just one more wall
one more brick chorale
has to be knocked down
to remove the painful scar
between the eye
and recollection

with milky coffee rustling papers
the morning workers
blew warmth into dawn and rain
resounding in flumes of dead air

with a steel cable
a swollen silence
they fish out the contraband
from space cleared of rubble

a cloud of red dust descends
the desert passing overhead
at the height of razed floors
frameless windows appear

when the last steep slope
is toppled
and brick plainsong falls
nothing will ruin dreams


of the city that was
the city that will be
the city that is not



 

INSCRIPTION

You look at my hands
they are weak—you say—as flowers

you look at my mouth
too small to utter: the world


—let us sway on a moment’s stem
let us drink the wind
let us watch our eyes setting
the lilies that fester smell sweetest
the shape of ruins dulls the senses



there’s a flame in me that thinks
and a wind for fire and for sails

My hands are impatient
I can
sculpt a friend’s
head out of air

I recite a poem I’d like
to translate into Sanskrit
or a pyramid:

when the stars’ source dies
we will light up the nights

when wind turns to stone
we will churn up the air

 

MY FATHER

My father liked Anatole France
and smoked Macedonian tobacco
with its blue clouds of fragrance
he savored a smile on narrow lips
and back in those far-away times
when he sat leaning over a book
I used to say: father is Sinbad
at times it’s bitter for him with us

upon which he set off On a carpet
on the four winds Anxious we ran
after him in atlases but we lost him
In the end he’d come back take off
his odor put his slippers on again
the jangling of keys in his pockets
and days like drops like heavy drops
and time passes changing nothing

one holiday the net curtains down
he stepped through a windowpane
and didn’t return I don’t know if he
closed his eyes in grief or never
turned to look at us Once in a foreign
magazine I saw a photograph of him
he is now the governor of an island
where palm trees and liberalism grow

 

TO APOLLO

1

He went in a rustle of stone robes
he cast a shadow a glow of laurels

his breaths were light as a statue’s
but his movements like a flower’s

rapt by the sound of his own song
he raised a lyre to the height of silence

immersed in himself
his pupils white as a stream

stone
from his sandals
to the ribbons in his hair


I imagined your fingers
had faith in your eyes
the unstrung instrument
the arms without hands

give me back
youth’s shout
arms held out
and my head
in an immense crest of delight

give me back my hope
speechless white head



silence—
   a fissured neck

silence—
   a broken song

2

I slow diver won’t touch
the rock bottom of youth

now I fish out only
salty broken torsos

Apollo appears to me in dreams
with the face of a fallen Persian

poetry’s auguries are false
it all happened differently


the epic’s fire was different
the city’s fire was different

heroes did not return from the expedition
there were no heroes
the unworthy survived

I am seeking a statue
drowned in my youth



only an empty pedestal remains—
the trace of a hand seeking a form

 

TO ATHENA

Through owlish darkness
your eyes

above a pointed helmet
your wisdom


carried
by thought weightless as an arrow
we run through the gates of light
from brightness into blindness

carried
on a swooning shoulder
we salute you
with bodies on a shield of shadow

when the head falls on the chest
bury your fingers in our hair
carry us high

lift your sharp and striking shape
just an instant
from under the bird’s third eyelid

let your goodness destroy us
let cruel pity be our undoing



in the empty body
opened by a spear
pour the oil
of gentle radiance

tear from the eyes
the eyelids’ scales

let them look

 

ON TROY

1

O Troy Troy
an archeologist
will stir your ash with his hand
and a fire greater than the Iliad
on seven strings—

two few strings
we need a chorus
a sea of laments
mountains’ clamor
a rain of stones


—how to lead out
people from the ruins
how to lead out
a chorus from a poem

thinks a poet perfect
as a pillar of salt
eminently mute
—Song escapes whole
It escaped whole
on a wing of fire
into the pure sky



Over the ruins the moon rises
O Troy Troy
The city is silent

The poet grapples with his own shadow
The poet cries like a bird in a wilderness

The moon repeats its landscape
smooth metal smouldering ash

2

They went down gorges of former streets
as if across a red sea of charred wreckage

and the wind blew up the red dust
faithfully painting the city as it set

They went down gorges of former streets
hungrily breathing into the frozen dawn

and they said: long years will pass
before the first house stands here

they went down gorges of former streets
they thought they would find some trace


on a harmonica
a cripple plays a tune
about willows’ braids
about a girl

the poet says nothing
rain is coming down



 

TO MARCUS AURELIUS


To Professor Henryk Elzenberg



Good night Marcus put out the light
and shut the book For overhead
is raised a gold alarm of stars
heaven is talking some foreign tongue
this the barbarian cry of fear
your Latin cannot understand
Terror continuous dark terror
against the fragile human land

begins to beat It’s winning Hear
its roar The unrelenting stream
of elements will drown your prose
until the world’s four walls go down
As for us?—to tremble in the air
blow in the ashes stir the ether
gnaw our fingers seek vain words
drag off the fallen shades behind us

Well Marcus better hang up your peace
give me your hand across the dark
Let it tremble when the blind world beats
on senses five like a failing lyre
Traitors—universe and astronomy
reckoning of stars wisdom of grass
and your greatness too immense
and Marcus my defenseless tears

 

PRIEST


to the worshippers of deceased religions



A priest whose deity
descended to earth

In a half-ruined temple
revealed its human face

I impotent priest
who lifting up my hands
know that from this neither rain nor locust
neither harvest nor thunderstorm


—I am repeating a dried-out verse
with the same incantation
of rapture

A neck growing to martyrdom
is struck by the flat of a jeering hand

My holy dance before the altar
is seen only by a shadow
with the gestures of a street-urchin

—And nonetheless
I raise up eyes and hands
I raise up song

And I know that the sacrificial smoke
drifting into a cold sky
braids a pigtail for a deity
without a head



 

ON A ROSE


To Tadeusz Chrzanowski



1

Sweetness bears a flower’s name—

Spherical gardens tremble
suspended over the earth
a sigh turns its head away
a wind’s face at the fence
grass is spread out below
the season of anticipation
the coming will snuff out
odors it will open colors

the trees build a cupola
of green tranquillity
the rose is calling you
a blown butterfly pines
after you threads burst
instant follows instant
O rosebud green larva
unfold

Sweetness bears the name: rose
an explosion—
purple’s standardbearers
emerge from the interior
and the countless ranks
trumpeters of fragrance
on long butterfly-horns
proclaim the fulfillment

2

the intricate coronations
cloister gardens orisons
gold-packed ceremonies
and flaming candlesticks
triple towers of silence
light rays broken on high
the depths—

O source of heaven on earth
O constellations of petals

• • •

do not ask what a rose is A bird may render it to you
fragrance kills thought a light brushing erases a face
O color of desire
O color of weeping lids
heavy round sweetness
redness torn to the heart

3

a rose bows its head
as if it had shoulders

leans against the wind
the wind goes off alone

it cannot speak the word
it cannot speak the word

the more the rose dies
the harder to say: rose

 

ARCHITECTURE

Over a light arch—
a brow of stone

on a wall’s
untroubled forehead

in the windows joyous and open
with faces instead of geraniums

where there are perfect squares
next to a dreaming perspective

where an ornament wakes a stream
in a tranquil field of level surfaces

motion with stillness a line with a cry
trembling uncertainty simple clarity


there you are
architecture
art of fancy and stone

there you dwell beauty
over an arch light
as a sigh

on a wall
pale with its height

in a window
with tears of glass



I the exile of self-evident forms
proclaim your motionless dance

 

CHORD

Birds leave behind
shadows in a nest

so leave your lamp
instrument and book

let us go to a hill
where air grows

I will point out
the absent star

tender rootlets
buried by turf

springs of cloud
rising unsullied

a wind lends its mouth
so that we might sing

we’ll knit our brows
we won’t say a word

clouds have haloes
just like the saints

we have black pebbles
where eyes should be

a good memory cures
the scar a loss leaves

radiance may descend
down our bent backs
verily verily I say unto you
great is the abyss
between us
and the light

 

LOOK

The cold blue sky like a stone on which angels sublime and quite unearthly sharpen their wings moving on rungs of radiance on crags of shadow they gradually sink into the imaginary heavens but in another moment they emerge even paler on the other side of the sky the other side of the eye Don’t say that it’s not true that there are no angels you immersed in the pool of your indolent body you who see everything in the color of your eyes and stand sated with world—at your lashes’ edge

 

WARSAW CEMETERY

That wall
that last view
do not exist

lime on houses and tombs
lime on memory

the last echo of a salute
shaped into a stone slab
and a concise inscription
chiseled in calm antiqua


before the invasion of the living
the dead descend deeper
farther down

they wail at night in pipes of grief
they emerge cautiously
drop by drop

they light up one more time
at the striking of any match



and above ground there is peace
stone slabs and lime on memory

where the avenue of the living
intersects with the new world
under a proudly clicking heel
the cemetery like a molehill
gathers those who request
a hillock of friable earth
a slight sign from above

 

TESTAMENT

I bequeath to the four elements
all I had in my brief possession

to fire—thought
may fire flourish

to the earth I loved too much
my body that fruitless kernel

and to the air words and hands
and longing superfluous things

all that remains
a drop of water
let it go between
the earth and sky

let it be transparent rain
frost’s fern snow’s petal

let he who never made heaven
return faithfully like pure dew

to the vale of tears of my earth
slowly crumbling the firm soil

soon I’ll give back to four elements
all that I had in my brief possession

—I won’t return to a source of peace

 

FOREST OF ARDEN

Cup your hands as if to hold a dream
just as a kernel draws water into itself
and a wood will appear: a green cloud
and a birch trunk like a chord of light
and a thousand eyelids start to flutter
speaking a forgotten tongue of leaves
then you’ll remember a white morning
when you waited for the gates to open

you know this land will be unlocked
by a bird that sleeps in a tree in earth
but here is a source of fresh questions
the currents of evil roots run underfoot
so look at the bark’s pattern on which
the chords of music are stretched tight
a lutenist adjusts the pegs of the strings
to draw a sound out of what is silent

gather leaves: a wild strawberry patch
dewdrops on a leaf the comb of grass
and then the golden damselfly’s wing
and there the ant is burying its sister
higher up above belladona’s treacheries
the wild pear is sweetly growing ripe
therefore expecting no greater reward
sit yourself down underneath this tree

cup your hands as if to hold a memory
like a dried kernel of perished names
and another wood: a cloud of smoke
a forehead marked with black light
and a thousand eyelids stretched thin
over the unmoving rounds of the eyes
a tree broken like bread with the wind
the betrayed faith of deserted shelters
and that wood is for us and for you
the dead have need of fairy tales too
a clutch of herbs water of memories
so over the pine needles and the rustles
over the sheer spun silk of fragrances
no matter that you catch on a branch
and a shadow leads up steep passages
for you will find and unlock the gate
to our Forest of Arden.

 

MAMA

I thought:
she’ll never change

she’ll always be waiting
in her white dress
with her blue eyes
on the threshold of every door

she’ll always be smiling
putting on that necklace

until quite suddenly
the thread snapped
now the pearls winter
in the floor’s cracks

mama likes coffee
a warm tile
peace and quiet

she sits
adjusts her glasses
on her pointy nose
she reads my poem
and shakes her gray head at it

he who dropped from her lap
bites his lip and says nothing
so it’s a gloomy conversation
under the lamp sweet source


oh sorrow not to be borne
at what well does he drink
on what paths does he err
son so far from my dreams

I fed him on my sweet milk
yet his unrest consumes him
my warm blood bathed him
his hands are cold and rough



far from your gaze
pierced by blind love
solitude is easier to bear

a week later
in a chilly room
my throat tight
I read her letter

in this letter
each character stands apart
like a loving heart

 

TREMBLES AND HEAVES

The vast space of little planets
which consumes me like a sea
trembles and heaves with unrest

second hands trapped in pulses
like mill wheels in warm blood
trundle along the fleeting year

the mute needle calls northward
over a swift stream of dark water
under transient clouds and skies


bury nearing death in a wrinkle
you can’t stop it with your brow
a desert drains mind and blood



from atoms points hairs comets
I construct my difficult infinity
under the mockeries of Aquilos
I build ports for frail endurance

 

THE CULTIVATION OF PHILOSOPHY

I sowed the idea of infinity
in the unruffled soil
of a wooden stool
you see how nicely it grows
—says a philosopher rubbing his hands


And indeed it grows
like a beanstalk
Another three or four
seasons of infinity
and it will outgrow
even his head



I also knocked together a cylinder
—says the philosopher
at the top of the cylinder a pendulum
I am sure you see where this is going
the cylinder is space
the pendulum is time
tick-tick-tick
—says the philosopher and laughing loudly
he flutters his little hands

finally I came up with the word existence
a hard and colorless word
you gather warm leaves with quick hands a long time
you have to trample images
call a sunset a phenomenon
to discover under all of this
the dead white
philosopher’s stone

we now expect
the philosopher to weep over this wisdom of his
but he doesn’t weep
existence after all will not be moved
space will not melt
and time will not stand still in its insensate course 

• • •

An hourglass bursts
in rough hands
and level space
is storied by the eye


obediently ordered
cones spheres cubes
shapes from which
a mutinous body fled

—lie there like broken pots
their contents evaporated—

optimistic spheres
a ray of astrology
blocks of atoms

on an avenue of wise dialogues
the philosophers are wandering
with the neat steps of surveyors
confusing the absolute counting

below a given number
3 perhaps or maybe 1
the universe freezes
and cools—

in an air heavy as glass
fettered elements sleep

fire earth and water
obviated by reason



 

LINES OF A PANTHEIST

Destroy me star
—says the poet—
pierce me with distance’s arrow

drink me source
—says a drinker—
to the dregs drink me to nullity

let sharp eyes deliver me
to devouring landscapes

words meant to save the body
may they bring me precipices

a star will sink its root in my forehead
the source will lend my face humanity


and you’ll awaken silent
in the palms of stillness

at the heart of the thing



 

TROUBLES OF A MINOR CREATOR

1

Whelp of the empty realms
of a still unfinished world
I wear my hands to the bone
laboring over the beginning

With a pilgrim’s foot I tamped
earth fragile as dandelion fluff

with an eyelid’s double-beat
I consolidated the heavens
and with insane imagination
made them a shade of blue

I cried out when real touch
confirmed an image of rock
and I won’t forget the time
I tore my skin on hawthorn

I stored names of plants of beasts
in a chink I dug out with a finger
then lying in the grass I admired
the fern’s shape the peacock’s tail

in the end I wished to take rest
in a wave’s shade on white rock
I wrote a natural history
a complete guide to the species
from a salt grain to the moon
from amoeba to angel

This is for you
dear posterity
so your light dreams
will not be crushed by stones
when night ravages the world again

2

You cannot pass on the knowledge
yours is the ear and yours the touch
each of us must build from scratch
his own infinity his own beginning

the hardest is to cross the abyss
that yawns beyond a fingernail
to discover with a daring hand
a strange world’s lips and eyes


—it’s good for small planets
washed by gentle blood
eyes closed—

if you put trust in your five senses
the world contracts into a hazelnut

if you believe impetuous thoughts
you will go on big telescope stilts
far away into the certain darkness

this must in fact be your destiny
to be made without ready forms
as one who knows and forgets



it’s not for you to dream of a moment
when the head will be a constant star
not with a hand but with bundled rays
you will greet an earth already extinct

 

BALLAD: THAT WE DO NOT PERISH

They who sailed at dawn
but now will never return
left their trace on a wave—

a shell lovely as a fossil mouth
sinks to the depths of the sea

Those who trod the sandy road
but never reached the shutters
though they could see rooftops—

will find shelter in the air’s bell

and those who will orphan only
a chilly room a couple of books
an empty inkwell a blank page

verily did not wholly die

they whisper in wallpaper groves
their flat heads live on the ceiling
their paradise is made of air water
of lime of earth an angel of winds

will chafe their bodies in his hand
they will
waft across pastures of this world

 

STOOL

In the end one cannot keep this love concealed
tiny quadruped with oaken legs
O skin coarse and fresh beyond expression
everyday object eyeless but with a face
on which the wrinkles of the grain mark a ripe judgment
gray little mule most patient of mules
its hair has fallen out from too much fasting
and only a tuft of wooden bristle
can my hand feel when I stroke it in the morning

—Do you know my darling they were charlatans
who said: the hand lies the eye
lies when it touches shapes that are empty—

they were bad people envious of things
they wanted to trap the world with the bait of denial

how to express to you my gratitude wonder
you come always to the call of the eye
with great immobility explaining by dumb-signs
to a sorry intellect: we are genuine—
At last the fidelity of things opens our eyes

 

WINTER GARDEN

Eyelids fell like leaves the tenderness of glances crumbled
the stifled throats of springs still trembled under the earth
finally
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