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INTRODUCTION


If you had turned on your computer on December 10, 2018, and gone to the Google home page, you would have found the search engine logo adorned with a temporary “doodle,” an animated video honoring the birthday not of Emily Dickinson, the American poet we’re in the habit of celebrating on that day, but of Nelly Sachs, the Jewish-German (naturalized Swedish) writer who narrowly escaped Nazi Germany in flight with her elderly mother to seek asylum in Stockholm in 1940. (Should you think this a negligible shout-out, keep in mind it was seen over five billion times.) In Berlin that day, you might have opened Google on your phone while watching your kids play in Nelly-Sachs-Park not far from where she was born in Schöneberg; or mailed a letter using a seventy-cent Nelly Sachs first-class stamp; or tuned in to Deutschlandfunk (Germany’s NPR), where you might have heard Sachs’s poems adapted as lieder and other musical works she inspired by established composers such as Herman D. Koppel, and younger ones, too, like Gerald Eckert; or you could have wandered into Dussmann das KulturKaufhaus, the megamedia store on Friedrichstrasse, to find a shelf of poetry, plays, letters, and miscellaneous prose by Sachs in new and standard editions; or ventured a kilometer farther to Unter den Linden’s Pariser Platz and the Akademie der Künste, to pick up a copy of the journal Sinn und Form, which introduced Sachs’s Briefe aus der Nacht (Letters from the Night, written around 1950) to the public as recently as 2010.

Sachs has been remembered this way in Germany and largely forgotten in the United States for much the same reason: in both countries, and around the world, Sachs’s poetry often plays second fiddle to her role as a cultural symbol. If you’re a writer seeking lasting fame, nothing ensures it more than this kind of iconicity; but nothing could be worse if what you want are readers. Like any true writer, Sachs wanted readers first, most, and at the end of the day; that she became, after the Second World War, and by virtue of her work, a figure of so-called Jewish reconciliation (with the Germany that murdered six million Jews) was an uncertain fate in the way it framed her writing within the uncontainable horror of the Holocaust. As with reading Anne Frank, reading Sachs, especially if you’re Jewish, often takes place at a remove and long before you set eyes on her pages; her name circulates through the collective ethnic consciousness, a kind of glowing word tucked inside other words parleyed between generations. She never quite appears and never disappears; one feels one knows her without ever having taken steps to encounter her where she lives most fully, in her poetry.

This was true for me in October 2015, when I met the poet and translator Alexander Booth at Impala Coffee in Berlin, across the street from Maassenstrasse 12, the birthplace, in 1891, of Leonie (Nelly) Sachs. Alex pointed to the unassuming building marked with a plaque commemorating the spot now housing lawyers’ and dentists’ offices and a Pilates studio. I almost choked on my coffee. Two years earlier, when I was living in the neighborhood, I had walked past that building many times a day, every day, for a year. I had never noticed. And I had never noticed anyone else noticing either. Alex put in my hand The Seeker, a volume of collected poems by Sachs with English translations by Ruth and Matthew Mead and Michael Hamburger, which had been published by Farrar, Straus and Giroux in 1970, the year she died. A gift, he said. I had a feeling I knew why he had presented it to me.

I was back in Berlin that autumn to write about the refugee situation in Germany, to talk with Berliners—Jewish, Christian, Islamic Muslim; native-born and adopted expats; artists, musicians, scholars, religious leaders, citizen volunteers in the ad hoc refugee support network, government workers, shopkeepers; members of the far-right Alternative für Deutschland party and the anti-immigrant Pegida coalition; and refugees from Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, and elsewhere (Germany would take in over 800,000 that year alone). I was learning on the fly about the complexities and commitments, the fears, the resolve, the hopes, ambitions, individual and collective successes and failures; and above all, the living contradictions in play with over a million refugees having entered the country, desperate, exhausted, traumatized by torture and death and endless movement, hungry, angry, solicitous, grateful, accusing—a state of sustained exasperation and despair, at times suppressed, stoically, with wit and the skepticism of the disabused, at other times exposed, appealing, beseeching; at all times (in my experience talking with them) this nightmare, this reality, lived, survived, with dignity and determination.

I opened The Seeker and found poems from Sachs’s 1959 book, Flucht und Verwandlung / Flight and Metamorphosis. Was this not what I was writing about almost sixty years later? Individuals becoming refugees, wandering vast distances, undergoing a social and soulful process of painful change brought about by extreme violence? “O that one understands so little…” begins a poem towards the back of the book, and it ends: “Rest / which is only a dead oasis-word—” There is no rest, there can be no rest; for the one in flight, the word signifies an illusion, the yearned-for rest elusive, endlessly deferred, as distant as the dreamed-of return. The poem hit me hard. I looked at the German text of these three lines on the facing page and thought: did the translators get it right? Might a version that sounded better to me also be, in some sense, more in tune with the poem’s spirit? Any translation must be an interpretation of the original. What is its authority in relation to the original work? I could hear the accuracy of the translation in front of me, yet … even so: I felt in the moment that alterations could be made, some small, some larger, which would bring Sachs’s poetry—as I hear it—into English for the first time. As languages change, as our tongues work words a little differently from one generation to the next, there is always a need to retune, even overhaul, reimagine, and hear again, as if for the first time, an established translation, especially one that’s been out of print for many decades. I could sense that the translation had grown stale. Could I do it? With my German? I needed to try.

Versuchen is my favorite word in German, to try. Inside the verb one finds another, suchen, to seek. I looked down again at the title on the cover, The Seeker. Nelly Sachs was a poet who believed in signs; what did it mean that I had landed, if only for a short time, in the district that began her journey into what she called “a dustless realm”? How was she speaking now to what was happening in Europe and around the world? I was picking up the signal, but the English-language translations by earlier hands often introduced static, a mediating field of a prior era’s English that I felt the urge to pass through to reach and somehow hear afresh the poems in German, Nelly Sachs’s German.

Sachs must have understood something of that desire to hear in her own way the poems she encountered in another tongue, though with a need much more practically pressing, when she landed in Stockholm in 1940, set up with her mother in a tiny flat at Bergsunds Strand 23, and started translating Swedish poetry by members of her generation, such as Pär Lagerkvist and Edith Södergran, and more important yet, younger poets, such as Johannes Edfelt, Harry Martinson, Gunnar Ekelöf, and Erik Lindegren. Seven years later Sachs published Von Welle und Granit (From Wave and Granite), a volume of her translations of poems by these and other Swedish writers. This was the first of several anthologies she edited. Although in retrospect she downplayed the importance—outside the little money she made—of translation work in her development as a poet, it was clearly decisive. At forty-nine, her Swedish wasn’t fully proficient and never would be. But she was listening intently at the level of syllable and word to a younger generation of poets who, in 1940, had absorbed fifty years of modernist innovation in poetry, much of it Anglophone and American (especially Eliot and Pound), which she would not have had the opportunity to read herself. Her own poetry up till then was still heavily influenced by German Romanticism and the kind of fin de siècle aestheticism associated with the Stefan George circle, shot through with the euphony and rhetoric of a deep inward yearning, often for a lost beloved. For all her modesty, her demure (and perhaps gendered) insistence that she was never a poet, Sachs always exercised the discipline of an authentic artist and later refused, in perpetuity, to allow republication of her work published prior to her flight from Germany (her first book appeared in 1921, when she was thirty years old).

Such refusal was likely due to more than aesthetics. She never reclaimed her German citizenship and returned to Germany only a couple of times in the 1960s, to collect prizes. Her absorption and integration of modernist techniques such as syntactic fragmentation and phrasal juxtaposition, ruptured strophes, elliptical narratives, and other modes of forming, deforming, and re-forming the poetic word happened in conjunction with her learning in 1942 the shocking truth that the Nazi “labor” camps had been, in fact, concentration camps of systematic state-sponsored murder. These mutually involving aspects of art and survival led her to the individuated voice through which she became best known as a poet. “The terrible experiences that have brought me to the brink of death and darkness have been my teachers,” she wrote in a letter. “Had I not been able to write, I would not have survived. Death was my teacher. How could I have occupied myself with anything else, my metaphors are my wounds.”1 The great loss of a lover, a member of the resistance who was killed, possibly in front of her; the trauma she experienced during a Nazi interrogation that rendered her mute for days after; the requisition and looting of her family’s home; the Nazi “Judaization” of her identity, whereby this secular, assimilated German of Jewish descent was stripped (like all German Jews) of her native nationality by the Nuremberg race laws of 1935; the panic-stricken escape from Berlin (with the help of friends, the intervention of Swedish Nobel laureate Selma Lagerlöf, and even a timely tip received from a sympathetic police officer to avoid the trains)—all these, combined with the desperate circumstances in Stockholm, living with her mother in cramped quarters, translating by day or punching the clock in an archive, and sitting through the night at the small circular kitchen table writing her own poems as her mother’s slumbering breath measured the hours when Sachs imaginatively entered the anguished experience of ethnic extinction at the hands of her countrymen. Paradoxically, this long-delayed but necessary growth as a poet of distinction found grounding in the sublimation of her self into the collective experience of the Jewish victims of Nazi persecution as it also corresponded to the persecution of Jews throughout history—a devastating rhyme across time. When she gave voice now, in the poems of the early 1940s, what sounded forth, like a racked aria in a nightmare opera of death, was the voice of Jewish suffering.

It’s not a welcoming voice but a formidable one; and those poems, collected in the volume In den Wohnungen des Todes (In the Habitations of Death, 1947), remain, for me, very difficult to read—not because of their stylistic or formal strategies, but because she has yet to really travel in her work very far from her poetic origins in the German tradition, despite abandoning conventional meters, stanzas, and rhyming patterns. Here, by way of example, is certainly Sachs’s most famous poem, “O die Schornsteine” (“O the chimneys”—it opens the book of 1947, and provides the title for the first volume of English translations published by FSG twenty years later):2


O THE CHIMNEYS

And though after my skin worms destroy this

body, yet in my flesh shall I see God. —Job, 19:26

O the chimneys

On the ingeniously devised habitations of death

When Israel’s body drifted as smoke

Through the air—

Was welcomed by a star, a chimney sweep,

A star that turned black

Or was it a ray of sun?

O the chimneys!

Freedomway for Jeremiah and Job’s dust—

Who devised you and laid stone upon stone

The road for refugees of smoke?

O the habitations of death,

Invitingly appointed

For the host who used to be a guest—

O you fingers

Laying the threshold

Like a knife between life and death—

O you chimneys,

O you fingers

And Israel’s body as smoke through the air!3



As Aris Fioretos, one of Sachs’s biographers, points out, if those chimneys strike you as Holocaust kitsch, remember that Sachs is actually introducing a new image into German poetry only a few years after the gas chambers and crematoria were first discovered by Allied troops.4 One could make the charge of hackneyed imagery about as well as one could accuse Freud of using pop-psychology clichés.
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