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ABSTRACT
The main aim of this dissertation is to provide an English-language edition of the poems
written by Aleksander Wat in the last five years of his life (1962-1967), with annotations
elucidating the complex literary, intellectual, historical and religious context and
publication history of the poems, as well as an extensive biographical-critical essay
examining the circumstances in which the poems arose - including political exile,
physical pain, and philosophical doubt - and the triad of aesthetic, ethical and spiritual
concerns that dominated the poet's final years. The essay also considers the problems of
translation posed by Wat's poetry, the role in shaping his corpus and reputation played
by Wat's widow Ola, the poet Czeslaw Milosz, and the art by Jan Lebenstein used for
Wat's book covers. The essay proposes a broader intellectual framework for the
understanding of Wat's life and work that draws on Kierkegaard and Jewish studies. The
main body of the translations consists of poems of 1962-1967 that Wat published in his
posthumous volume Ciemne "'wiecid#o (Lumen Obscurum) and poems written in the
same period but not included in the book, some of which were subsequently published in
periodicals. The dissertation also includes a basic chronology of Wat's life and
contemporary events and a list of the poems translated in the order in which they were

composed, to the extent this can be determined from available sources.

iv



PREFACE

This dissertation brings together in an annotated English-language edition sixty-
eight poems of the Polish poet Aleksander Wat; it includes both published and
unpublished or uncollected poems written between 1962 and 1967, the last five years of
the poet's life, leaving out only unfinished fragments. The sole exception to this principle
of selection, "Attempt at Genealogy," is explained in the critical-biographical essay
preceding the poems, which presents the circumstances in which the poems were written
and the main events and relationships in the poet's life, particularly during his last years.
This essay also considers the factors weighing on Wat's selection of his own work for a
posthumous volume and the relationship of the late poems to the other writing (and the
recording of memories orally) of the same period. The essay also gives attention to the
people who had the greatest influence on Wat's posthumous reputation: his wife Ola, his
friend and rival Czeslaw Milosz, and the artist Jan Lebenstein, several of whose book
designs and works are represented.

The annotations following the text of the poems add biographical, cultural, and
historical context and identify literary, philosophical and religious references and
pertinent auto-commentary in Wat's prose and other poems. In a few cases they also give
significant textual variants found in the manuscripts and notebooks of Wat held at the
Beinecke Library at Yale. For a scholar working now, Wat's poetic work poses few major
problems of legibility, although the Polish edition of his correspondence contains more
than a dozen acknowledgments of the editors' failure to decipher words or passages. Of

these instances, the essay in this dissertation uses only one, from a letter of 1963, whose



one illegible word in a consideration of the qualities of Polish as a literary language is
revealed in an essay written much later on that subject. The labors of a succession of
Polish editors have left unpublished only a handful of fragments of which it is unclear
whether they were notes towards poems or towards another kind of composition. The
labor of the editing of Wat's notebooks by Adam Dziadek and Jan Zieli!ski has made
available to scholars a tremendous amount of material previously illegible to most
scholars, transcribed with all the ambiguities inherent to the notebook form. Along with
his Diary without Vowels, the notebooks provide much information about Wat's reading
in certain periods of his life, and instances where there are clear links between things read
and things written, a few of which have been noted in annotations.

Wat sometimes dated finished poems, either indicating the date of completion or
giving the period from when they were begun to when they were completed,;
discrepancies between dates as recorded in manuscripts and dates given in journals where
they were first published are recorded in the annotation along with alternative titles under
which they were published. Dates in square brackets have been established with the aid
of contemporary references in letters or other writings.

Where poems were published or left in manuscript without titles, this titlelessness
has been reproduced, in contrast to the practice of Czeslaw Milosz, Wat's chief English
translator, who variously gives a titleless poem'’s dedication ("To Leopold Labedz") or its
first words ("If the Word 'Exists' ") as its title, and only occasionally respects Wat's
habitual choice of three asterisks. Italics have been used as Wat used them, for epigraphs

and quotations within poems, dedications and dates, and where Wat uses capital letters
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for transliterated Russian phrases spoken by a prison guard in a poem ("Evocation™), |
have also used italics, because unlike Wat, who could assume his readers in Polish would
understand phonetic Russian, and used capitals to stress its "authoritarian™ nature in the
poem, | have translated the Russian into the language of the poem and so found it
appropriate to use the same form Wat occasionally uses in other poems for quoted speech
from "on high" ("In the Bois de Boulogne" has God speaking in italics as well as in
quotation marks). In one instance, the long poem "Little Delilah,” the italics are
transferred from the first published version of the poem in Polish made by scholar Jacek
Trznadel and collating two drafts of the text. Quotations in French have been left
untranslated.

The poems, collected and uncollected, are numbered individually, with the
exception of the two sections of mostly very short "Whispers on Tape" which are printed
both in Wat's posthumous volume and in the volume of his Collected Writings that
contains his poetry as sequences, following on from each other on the page; although
they are clearly discrete texts, they are explicitly identified as connected by virtue of
having been dictated rather than composed on paper or on a typewriter. Identified by the
poet as evidence of a large number of sleepless or disturbed nights, their shortness works
in tension with their being many, and only when printed together does the nature of their
kinship become clear.

In the select bibliography, with the exception of editions of Wat's own writings,

primacy has been given to secondary literature in English. Mention is made of Polish
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works of criticism on Wat well known among scholars, but the voluminous critical
literature on Wat that remains in the form of journal articles is given only in part.

The list of Wat's own translations contains only those of particular interest in the light of
his philosophical and literary predilections; the many translations he did on commission,
most of them out of economic necessity, are given fully in Tomas Venclova's biography

Aleksander Wat: Life of an Iconoclast.
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Lumen Obscurum: Late lHluminations of Aleksander Wat

A Biographical-Critical Essay

Wat's posthumous lumen

obscurum illumes; at the crib of things

settled, creaturely, its fabulous glim

invisible to most. So how did he

sign tremor cordis to be no enigma,

smoke out last words, grudge-heavy honey bees
living off self-remitted spoil of the hive?
Where your treasure is, there is your heart also.

Geoffrey Hill*

! This poem (LI in The Orchards of Syon, 2002), exists in two versions; the revised version, quoted here,
appears in Broken Hierarchies: Poems 1952-2012; p. 401 (Oxford 2013). "grudge-heavy honey bees
living off self-remitted spoil of the hive" is a near translation of a line ("Golden bees...") from Wat's poem
"Departure of Antaeus".



1 Lateness and Lastness

2 Custody and Cover

3 Stages on Life's Way



1 Lateness and Lastness

A pearl from the pain of snails.

Under the black mask your old eyes

look inward. Will they see through to the pearl?
Will you fish out from pain's ashes the pearl of joy?
With your brutish fingers??

Of the items held in the Aleksander Wat archive at the Beinecke Library at Yale,
one of the most elogquent is not a manuscript, but a mask: a black velveteen sleep mask,
folded up in an envelope kept in Folder 857 of Box 39 along with other "memorabilia”.®
Like a museum exhibit, the mask testifies to some of the particular circumstances of the
last years of the poet's life: to sleep as an elusive thing, snatched for a few hours at a time,
often interrupted by pain and by obsessive thoughts of death, which Wat finally chose in
the summer of 1967 by swallowing forty sleeping tablets; it evokes a gaze directed in later
life primarily inward, into the recesses of Wat's own conscience and memory (personal and
historical), and it points to his lifelong preoccupation with dreams as a source of poetry
and self-knowledge. In the light of the interest in prophecy he shows in many writings, it
also suggests the blindness sometimes associated with it, as well as the blindfold worn by

the allegory of justice; it hints at the self-blinding of Oedipus (who makes an appearance

in Wat's late poem "Biography") and at the blinding of Gloucester in King Lear that is the

2 From Whispers on Tape (Poem 64)
® Aleksander Wat Papers, Beinecke GEN MSS 705, Series 111 (Personal Papers and Memorabilia 1915-
1985).
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precondition of his ultimate illumination. The insights of Wat's later years, a little like
Gloucester's and Lear's, concern the nature of history and power as they are filtered through
the individual body, as well as the tortuous path to true judgment.

When Aleksander Wat ended his life in the Parisian suburb of Antony on July 29,
1967, he left ready for publication a collection gathering the lion's share of his published
poetry along with a group of new poems, written in his last five years. This book was
published posthumously in 1968 as Ciemne !wiecid"o. The title is a Polish play on the Latin
phrase lumen obscurum which has been variously translated into English as "Dark Tinsel,"
"Dark Luster," and "Obscure Light". Ciemne !wiecid"o also serves as the title for the group
of forty-eight poems from the last five years of Wat's life that form the first section of the
posthumous collection and the main body of the present edition; to them are added here
thirty poems from the same period that were not published in his lifetime or included in the
1968 book. Unfinished poems have been excluded, with one exception, the poem "An
Attempt at Genealogy," which is explicitly designated " A Sketch for the First Two Stanzas™
of a longer poem and therefore may also be a finished poem styled as a fragment; even if
it is unfinished, it is important enough as Wat's own summary of his family history to
warrant inclusion. Most of the uncollected late poems appeared first in the Poezje zebrane
(Collected Poems) edited by Anna Mici!ska and Jan Zieli¥ski, published in Poland in 1992,
although some of them appeared in periodicals between 1968 and 1992, with Wat's widow's
permission. Many of these poems are dated by the author, and most others can be dated --
at least approximately, as they have been here in a chronological list -- with the aid of Wat's

correspondence and notebooks.



Wat's archive preserves several drafts of the table of contents for his final book (as
well as a draft of an advance announcement aimed at potential subscribers) intended for
the Polish emigré publishing house Libella in Paris, where the book appeared in 1968. The
poet's last notebook contains thoughts and suggestions as to which poems to include or
leave out, side by side with farewell notes to his wife, son and daughter-in-law.* The poems
he left out of the final table of contents are included here not only because some of them
are equal in quality to the best of his work, and because they are all closely connected and
mutually illuminating, but also because reading them side by side with the poems he
selected for his personal anthology may cast light on the process by which he sought in his
last years to unify the divergent aims and impulses of his poetry. Wat organized his last
book in reverse chronological order, from the latest poems to the Dada writings of his
youth, with a few exceptions: the Mediterranean Poems of 1962 follow the 1957 Poems,
and the whole book is brought to a close after the early poems of the 1920s by "Last Poem,"
a product of 1967 which was in all probability not the literal last but certainly one of the
last that he wrote.®> The preparation of Ciemne !wiecid"o involved revising and abridging
Wat's 1920 début volume, ME from One Side and ME from the Other Side of My Pug-Iron
Stove, which is supplemented in the 1968 book by the brief essay "Co$ Nieco$ o Piecyku"
(Something and Nothing about the Stove), which reflects at some length on Wat's origins

as a poet and on what he regarded as the contribution of the short-lived Polish futurist

* Notatniki (Notebooks; Jan Zielilski, A. Dziadek, eds; Warsaw, 2015) collects transcriptions of fifteen
notebooks held at the Beinecke, of which the last notebook carries on its cover the poet's plea not to
resuscitate him.

® Wat wrote at least two poems he titled “Last Poem", both included and numbered | and II according to
their order in this edition, rather than their chronological order.
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movement to the history of Polish poetry.® The revision and reflection on the early work
were part of an effort to find a way, within the covers of one book, to bridge the long period
of silence that fell for Wat as a poet between the mid-twenties and the mid-fifties, when he
re-entered the literary fray with the collection Poems, which received great critical acclaim.
Wat's late diary and letters show a struggle in the last years, partly to make up for lost time,
and partly to correct what he perceived as youthful errors of judgment, while not disowning
or denying his own enduring subversive, anarchic streak.

During the last five years of his life, despite geographical displacements and
debilitating illness, Wat was remarkably productive both as a poet and in several prose
forms, although he constantly berated himself for not doing more. All of his late writings
are colored by thoughts of death and a desire for a final shape or gesture that would bring
his work and his life to a fitting close. Common enough in older poets, this desire was
particularly urgent in Wat's case because he felt himself tricked, by the demons of history
and a few of his own, out of years of productive work. Considered together, the late
writings, which include a voluminous correspondence, constitute a fascinating example of
what the scholar Michael Millgate calls testamentary acts. Much as Millgate in his study
examines four authors' shaping of their literary legacy through editorial decisions made
late in life and wishes expressed formally and informally to executors, this essay reflects
on Wat's efforts to leave behind a coherent body of work (a phrase that, applied to him,

resonates in unusual ways).” The question sometimes raised in the cases of other writers

® The essay is included in English translation in Against the Devil in History (ed. Guido Zlatkes, tr. Frank
Vigoda, Slavica 2018), hereafter ADH. Other abbreviations are given on pp. 199-200.
" M. Millgate, Testamentary Acts: Browning, Tennyson, James, Hardy (Oxford 1992)
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who ended their own lives, as to whether the act of suicide itself should be regarded as an
editorial act, is not addressed here, but the fact that Wat's late writings are not just death-
haunted but death-hungry, an avid rehearsal or draft of an ending, cannot be ignored; nor
can his request (or "prayer," as Czeslaw Milosz translates it) in the poem "Ode I11" that his
skin be used to bind his book after his death be dismissed as extravagant or ghoulish
rhetoric.

This essay first offers an account of Wat's personal circumstances and major
preoccupations during the period in which these poems were written; it then examines in
Chapter 2 Wat's relationships with the people who had the most important role in giving
shape to his legacy after his death: his wife Paulina (Ola), and his friend and translator,
Czeslaw Milosz. Milosz, a half-generation younger, was responsible for introducing Wat
to the English-speaking world with a generosity rarely lavished by one poet on another, but
inevitably also, given the force of Milosz's own personality, making a Wat to accord to his
own taste. The devotion of Wat's widow to her husband's memory gives her biographical
portrayal of him a mythical cast, which is, however, balanced by her decisions as an
executor as to which texts to publish from his archive. The second chapter also considers
the role played by the artist Jan Lebenstein in creating Wat's posthumous identity through
art work made in close proximity with the imaginative world Wat inhabited. The third
chapter reads the late poems in the light of the philosopher who more than any other
accompanied Wat through his intellectual life, from his teen years through to the late

notebooks and diary writings: Sgren Kierkegaard.



| take the question raised by Geoffrey Hill in the poem cited above to be about the
psychic sources of Wat's "last words" -- about the path his imagination took through a
landscape of fear, guilt and pain to the "fabulous glim" to be found in his posthumous book.
The line that Hill's poem cites from Matthew 6:21 (identifying the source with the Polish
name Mateusz) should send a reader of Wat to the Gospel verses that follow it (6:22-23)
and offer a partial gloss on Wat's lumen obscurum: "The light of the body is the eye: if
therefore thine eye be single, thy whole body will be full of light. But if thine eye be evil,
thy whole body shall be full of darkness. If therefore the light that is in thee be darkness,

how great is that darkness.”

The title Ciemne !wiecid"o first appeared over a poem Wat wrote in 1963:

Plato ordered us to be cast out

from the City under Wisdom's rule.

In an Ivory Tower (of human bones)
now the Astrologer sits and weighs

the stars' conjunction with planet Mars,
with the Oeconomia of woe and squalor.
Darkness is falling and now Minerva
dispatches her owls to the Oracle.
Plato ordered me to be cast out

in a night without light's Philosophers.
Flowers breathe with happiness,

a cloud is fragrant with warm rain,

I hear my steps sound in the hush,
going without knowing where.

Plato ordered me to be cast out

from a City under the Ogre's rule.



This poem trails beneath it (rather than carrying aloft, as some epigraphs do) the famous
passage of Plato’s Republic in which the philosopher describes the threat posed to his ideal
city-state by poets, and describes the kind of tamed poetry that could be sanctioned under
the Republic's philosophical rulers. "But, for our own benefit, we would employ a more
austere and less pleasant poet and storyteller ourselves -- one who would imitate the speech
of a good person and make his stories fit the patterns we laid down at the beginning..."®. If
the relationship of the title to the poem'’s argument is oblique, it is at least clear that the
poem posits two kinds of wisdom, one allied with "light's philosophers™” and another that
must be sought in darkness. The poem in Polish functions in the political context of Eastern
European Communism, where socialist realism imposed on writers the obligation to
"make...stories fit the patterns™ laid down by official ideology. This gives it a strong
allegorical cast, but it can be read independently of this modern frame as well, as an
argument for the autonomy of poetry from politics and a refusal to submit to authority
based at least nominally on reason (as conceived within the traditional bounds of rationalist
philosophy). The poem predates but chimes with W.H. Auden's "August 1968," written in
response to the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia (but also read to apply to U.S. forces in
Vietnam):

The Ogre does what Ogres can,
Deeds quite impossible for Man,
But one prize is beyond his reach:
The Ogre cannot master speech.

® Plato, The Republic, 111,398 A translated by C.D.C. Reeve.
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About a subjugated plain,

Among its desperate and slain,

The Ogre stalks with hands on hips
While drivel gushes from his lips.

Wat's diagnosis of the Ogre's speech (in his poems, essays and memoir) was built on
having witnessed at close quarters how well his own local Ogres in fact "mastered" it, in
the perverse sense of subjugating language, and through it its users, to their manipulative
control.’

There is a direct connection between the poem "Ciemne $wiecid#o" and a turning
point in the poet's life around the time it was written. In late 1962, after living in France
and Italy for several years with temporary visas, Wat and his wife had applied for renewal
of their Polish passports, and in the spring of 1963 the Polish Communist authorities
refused their application. The Wats briefly considered returning to Poland, but eventually
resigned themselves to statelessness and applied for refugee status in France. The poem
carries in it the potent mixture of defiance and grief that accompanied this definitive break
with a native country which could certainly be said to be under “the Ogre's rule™ (the Ogre
being understood not as Stalin himself but as the system he created and used to subjugate
Eastern Europe after the war).

Wat's criticism of Stalinism had increased in the years he had spent in Warsaw after
his nearly seven-year period of imprisonment and exile in the Soviet Union (1939-1946).
While in Poland his public criticism had largely been confined to remarks at literary

conferences and Writers' Union meetings, in July 1962 he had given a talk at a conference

% Perhaps oddly, he felt that Stalin's literary style deserved study.
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at St. Antony's College, Oxford, under the title: "Remarks on the Relationship of Soviet
Literature to Soviet Reality.” The paper included in its discussion of Stalinist rhetoric and
the instrumentalization of literature the Plato passage on banishing poets attached to the
poem.™ It also sets against the pressure and temptation of ideology the injunction that “[in]
order not to give in to appearances, one must turn back to the direct experience with one's
own body,"” which became one of the most important themes of his late poetry. Drawing
frankly on what Wat called "the Soviet reality with which I am familiar,” the paper spoke
of Stalin's "dullness and triviality" as a man and writer, his status as an "artist of double
speak," and outlined with great acuity the means by which Stalin had created a mechanism
for distorting language and reality which would survive its creator.'* Wat then took the
unusual step of publishing the text as an essay, although in late 1962 it appeared only in
summarized form in Dialogue, a quarterly published by the anti-Communist advocacy
group the Congress for Cultural Freedom. The essay was not published in full in Polish
until 1985, in the essay collection #wiat na haku i pod kluczem (The World on a Hook and
under Key), but the Wats were probably right to assume that the Oxford conference and
publication of the conference text was one of the factors that led to the refusal of their
passports. In his biography of Wat, Tomas Venclova reads the poem "Ciemne $wiecid#o"
as "a joyful celebration of exile,” in which the poet "rhapsodizes™ his banishment "in a

dancelike trochaic tetrameter."** This description does not entirely capture the poem's

19 #wiat na haku, 112 (111.3.b)
1 ADH 162.
12 AWL 297-298.
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mixture of foreboding and exuberance, the characteristic mood of many of Wat's later
poems.

The last five years were spent in what was effectively a second exile, partly in Paris
with winter trips to the shores of the Mediterranean, and partly on a fellowship at the
University of California at Berkeley, where Wat and Czeslaw Milosz collaborated on the
creation of the "spoken memoir" My Century, for which Wat is now chiefly known. Wat's
life in emigration in the West was in obvious ways easier than the Soviet years had been:
the Wats were physically free, they were together, poor but not starving, and they had the
satisfaction of seeing their son Andrzej settle into family life, marrying into a bourgeois
French family, and producing two sons upon whom their grandparents doted. In the poem
"An Attempt at Genealogy" Wat reflects that he was the last in his family's "more than
three-centuries-long episode™ in Polish lands: his grandsons Pierre and Frangois would now
be "subjects of the Count of Paris.” He seemed ready to accept this after a period of several
years (1956-1962) in which he and Ola had moved back and forth between Poland and
Western Europe. The transition was aided by the fact that he believed he could trace his
family line back to the Biblical commentator Rashi of Troyes. Wat seized on an opportunity
to spend time in Italy, where he worked for a year near Genoa as editorial consultant to
Silva Editore, a short-lived enterprise in literary publishing for which Wat recommended
Polish authors and coordinated translations of their work into Italian. He resided for two
winters in the artists' colony La Messuguiére in the South of France, where he produced
the outpouring of poems published in 1962 as Mediterranean Poems. These poems find in

the physical surroundings, the sea, light, stone cliffs and distances of Provence and Liguria,
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and the cultural history of the larger Mediterranean region a counterbalance to the
anchorlessness and day-to-day uncertainty of life in emigration. Together "Songs of a
Wanderer" and "Dreams from the Shores of the Mediterranean™ are Wat's most complete
poetic statement, combining harmoniously the overflowing verse of his narrative-
philosophical mode with the imagistic, vertical lyrics he uses to celebrate what is stable:
his wife, the earth, the spiritual realm of stone and silence. In the last of the "Songs™ he sets
swaying in compact lines the thing of which he was just then most in need: domu wahad"o,
a "pendulum-home".

It should be remembered nevertheless that the story Wat tells in the last chapters of
My Century is of a personal and collective battle, fought in a remote Central Asian town,
to resist the tremendous pressure put on Poles in wartime exile there to accept a Soviet
passport, which would most likely have made it impossible for any of them to return to
Poland. The stand against forced "passportization” that Wat made in Alma-Ata in 1943,
which led to him being once again imprisoned (after a period of relative freedom), was an
act of resistance he clung to two decades later when berating himself for what he considered
his cowardice at other moments in life. Even if Wat's exact role in the rebellion of Poles as
a group is debatable, it is an illustration of his fierce personal identification with Poland,
which was not destroyed even after the Wats' return to the ruins of Warsaw in 1946 and
the appalling spectacle of the postwar Stalinist takeover. The intimate connection Wat felt
with his native language and his pride in his own place in Polish poetry made permanent
exile difficult. Although he had never spoken Yiddish, his father's first language, as many

of his Polish-Jewish contemporaries did, he had been multilingual from an early age, if
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only because he was born in 1900 into the part of Poland incorporated in the Russian
Empire; he attended a Russian-language school until he was fifteen. He had learned French
and German early on to a level adequate for serious reading, and if he had been a younger
man when he emigrated he might have been tempted to write in another language. For a
man over sixty, however, whose joy and skill were all in mining the specific properties of
the Polish language in poetry, it was never a serious possibility.

Wat was capable of analyzing with great finesse the advantages and disadvantages
of Polish as a literary language, as he did in "On the Translatability of Poetic Works," an
extensive critical essay finished in February of 1967. He bemoans the fact that Polish verbs
have only two forms of the past tense, a serious issue for Wat, who loved to mine the
infinite ambiguities of time and memory. He also bemoans the language’s intolerance for
substantives formed from adjectives, like "le réel" or “the real."™ For a philosophical poet,
this was a grave shortcoming. In his own poetry he very often uses (and sometimes creates)
words and phrases derived from French, Russian, German and English -- rozhowor,
refulowa$, parali%, pucowa$, intonowa$, instygator, adoracja, asystowa$, kaszalot,
usatysfakcjonowanie, kasjerowa$, prosperowa$, kontorsje, ablucje, karnacja, egzaltowa$,
szlachtuz, inkunabu'y, lazur -- even where there are Slavic equivalents. He found
possibilities even in those aspects of Polish which could be felt as its greatest limitation,
like its sometimes burdensome case endings. In "Ode 1," the cadence of strings of long
instrumental endings enacts Prospero’s last desperate incantations. Life in exile made these

features stand out more in contrast with the language that now surrounded him, French. In

13 ADH 306-322.
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a 1962 letter to Czeslaw Milosz, Wat described meeting the French novelist and editor
Marcel Arland (who, like Wat, had been a Dadaist in his youth) in the south of France:

The nature of the Polish language is a mystery. In conversations with

Marcel Arland in La Messuguiére | praised Polish as more suited to

poetry than French, because it's a hoarse, coarse language, one that

offers resistance, rough edges, unshapeliness and external hardness,

and the poet is obliged constantly to wrestle with raw material, to sculpt,

not [illegible].."

This idea is repeated in the essay on translation, written almost five years later as a
response to the almost simultaneous publication of anthologies of Polish poetry in German,
English and French, where the word illegible in Wat's letter turns out most likely to have
been "paint.”

The Polish language is above all a sculptor’s, not a painter's material;

a Polish poet works as if in hardwood or stone...It seems the most

properly Polish poems are those in which we feel the resistance and

torment of the linguistic material.*

Wat's literary impulses, as he described them in My Century and in the extended
note on his debut included in Ciemne !wiecid"o, "Co$ nieco$ o Piecyku" (Something and

Nothing about the Stove), had from the first been destructive, and Tomas Venclova makes

the case in his biography for an enduring iconoclastic drive in Wat. But what changed

“ Translated from K.1 408.
15 “The Translatability of Poetic Works," ADH 314.
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between the Rimbaudian mayhem of the Stove and the philosophical mayhem of the late
poems (where flashes of confusion are at times presented as manifestations of an old man's
fluctuating consciousness) was Wat's sense of the extreme fragility of culture: his views
shifted to accommodate the idea that poetry had to do more than burn away dead
philosophical or cultural wood; to survive the onslaught of modern ideology and
technology, poetry had to burrow down to find the elemental roots of being. From origins
as a "hooligan” poet, he transformed himself, or was transformed by historical experience,
into an ontological one.*® An argument can be made that Wat's "late style" fits what Edward
Said described (in the context of Cavafy's poetry) with the phrase "lateness as exile,"” in the
sense that he felt in later years cut off from and unbound by the expectations of the literary
community and era he had previously written for (and against), so that his poems took on
a quality of obscurity and of irreconcilable contradiction.'” A separate question is what
patches of darkness and which contradictions proved most fertile for this particular "late”
poet.

Polish literature has a rich tradition of emigré poetry, from Mickiewicz to Maria
Pawlikowska-Jasnorzewska, but the Romantic, mystical Poland created in verse as
nourishment and compensation for a lost homeland is inevitably tainted, especially for a
Jewish poet, by a potent strain of messianic nationalism -- even if the myths of Napoleon
and utopian Socialism also played a part in the tradition. Of all the emigré poets perhaps

the closest to Wat in sensibility is Cyprian Norwid (1821-1883) the late Romantic who

18| did not fall prey to vanity even during the time of futurism's rowdy hooliganism." ADH 324.
1" E. Said, pp. 145-148. On Late Style, 2006
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emigrated as a very young man and developed into what Milosz in his History of Polish
Literature calls "a poet of the Mediterranean, of its many-layered past -- Egyptian, Jewish,
Greek, Roman."*® In some respects Norwid's response to his stay in the United States
echoes Wat's (the two stayed a similar length of time, roughly a year and a half, but
Norwid's material circumstances were considerably worse): a disillusionment with the
loneliness of American life and its lack of physical traces of human history, combined with
a basic sympathy for the democratic republic and especially with the aspirations to freedom
of its downtrodden, of black slaves in Norwid's particular focus and, more broadly,
America's "losers™ in Wat. Like Norwid, Wat was considered by some contemporaries and
critics to have squandered his talent and ended up a failure locked into an incomprehensible
style. Also like Norwid, Wat was rediscovered as a kindred spirit by a much younger
generation, though he had the good fortune to experience that sympathy during his own
lifetime, when the 1957 volume Poems was enthusiastically received by poets born a
quarter century after him.

Wat was in any case an odd one out in Paris, suspect in older emigré circles as the
former editor of a Communist journal (though never a Party member) and before that, a
member of an avant-garde that pitilessly mocked the pretensions of the cultural
establishment of the newly independent Polish state between the wars. The isolation that
he felt in France was profound, the more so as he was at the same time being subjected to
defamation back in Poland. His late writings -- particularly the diary he began in late 1963,

published posthumously as Diary without Vowels -- are filled with the bitter conflicts of

'8 History 269
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the claustrophobic world of Paris Poles. On May 31, 1962, Aleksander Wat wrote from
Paris to Czeslaw Milosz in Berkeley, that he found himself "in a passion of irritation at our
compatriots,” and because he had had several "blow-ups™ with other writers, was avoiding
meeting with the philosopher Leszek Kotakowski, with whom he in fact wished to talk.™

One of the most influential among the Polish intellectuals in Paris, Jerzy Giedroyc,
co-founder of the Literary Institute and editor of the monthly Kultura (and thus at the very
center of Polish intellectual life) was a special cause of resentment, in part because Wat
did not feel valued by Giedroyc as a poet but instead put him under pressure to produce
writing that would aid in the political battle against Communism. The poem "A King and
a King's Dreams" is a caricature of the man he referred to in a letter as "the Knight of the
Woeful Countenance."? Although engaged in a passionate effort to clarify and record his
experience and understanding of Stalinism, Wat stubbornly insisted on keeping his identity
as a poet central, despite his relatively small output. He was proud that a poem written in
Kazakhstan in 1942, "Willows of Alma-Ata," had found its way back to occupied Warsaw
and underground publication, and in 1946 and 1947 he dedicated two poems on the Nazi
camps to the French poet Paul Eluard, who visited Poland after the war, but Wat clung to
aims for his poetry beyond immediate political commentary or historical lament and did
not wish to be used as a pawn in Cold War political debate.

In a diary entry of February 1964, Wat compared his and his wife's predicament in

emigration to that of two of his closest friends, the painter Jozef Czapski and his sister

19

K.l 407
20 K.1 71 (To J. Czapski); more information about Giedroyc and Kultura is given in the annotations to "A
King and a King's Dreams".
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Maria, who had been born into a European noble family and also lived in Paris after the
war, in Jozef Czapski's case after a period of incarceration in a series of Soviet prisoner of
war camps: "however you look at it, they belong to the aristocratic clans, and for them this
wandering has another, hallowed and dignified shape and physiognomy, whereas | could
never exist in any clan, | would always kick against it, or at the very least set it against
myself... So our fate is to be beggars at ever new gates."** At times Wat's diary takes a
positively paranoid turn, as when he began to imagine that even new acquaintances in
Berkeley who had initially been very welcoming to the Wats were "turning on the chill".?
Nevertheless, a few friendships remained vital to Wat in his last years, as his letters, diary
and poems attest. During the period 1962-1967 he dedicated poems to the Czapskis
("Evocation”), to the painter Jan Lebenstein ("Ode II,” "Skin and Death™), who also
provided the art for the cover of the book, and to the London-based journalist Leopold
%ab&dz, like Wat a Polish Jew who experienced Soviet imprisonment in wartime.
(Mediterranean Poems had included a poem dedicated to Milosz, though Wat questioned
the wisdom of the dedication some years later.) Wat had been invited to the Oxford
conference by %abé&dz, editor of the journal Survey: A Journal of East-West Relations,
which published articles by numerous critics of the Soviet regime. The poem Wat dedicated
to %ab&dz in 1963 is untitled (in Milosz's translation the dedication is given as a title) but

it has in it the phrase which, transmuted, became the title for Wat's posthumous book and

can serve as a shorthand description for his poetry:

21D 176.
22D 177.
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To Leopold %abé&dz
frisst der Grimm seine Gestaltungen in sich hinein...
Hegel

What can | do if | am to you
a lumen obscurum? Believe me, | contain
my Self within myself as a point of light.
Transparent, even. On a streak of Chaos,
yes, a dark streak. But

semantic
confusion now holds sway over all.

Even so, don't forget, my Hippolyte,
we are both good little boys
in straw hats and white shirts
with navy-blue piping, when one early morning
they set off to hunt butterflies. When night falls
they chase after lightning flashes,
gasping for breath. In vain...
for even they won't tear

Chaos apart! Nothing tears Chaos
apart. It tears itself. Devouring
itself, bit by bit, insatia-
ble.

And | can't do a thing about it,
my dear friend.

This poem and "Ciemne $wiecid#o" put the notion of "dark light" into play in different
spheres: in the context of banishment from Plato's ideal republic, the phrase suggests that
a poet sees in the darkness, where the light of reason does not fall, and by implication it
denounces any philosophical view which foresees the ultimate triumph of reason in history

-- whether according to the Hegelian version or its political adaptation in Marxism. As a
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message addressed to a friend, it articulates a fundamental skepticism about the ability of
any person fully to know another, let alone "know himself," as Socrates reminds Phaedrus
the Delphic oracle commands. These preoccupations with what Wat saw as the false light
of Hegel and Marx and with the obscurity of the self, dominated Wat's final years. Tomas
Venclova provides some suggestions for a reading of the two poems cited above and their
concept of dark light:

This light, for Wat, is inextricably bound to the chaos of the unconscious,
the self-devouring fury which is represented in the poem iconically: the
word "insatiable™ breaks in the middle, is torn asunder. [...]

"Dark light" may be related to the Gnostic concept of primeval light
imprisoned in the material world, as well as to the archetypal symbol

of the black sun manifested in Gerard de Nerval's "El desdichado,"
several of Mandelstam's poems, and in dozens of other texts, including
the Upanishads, the Old Testament, the Talmud, and some medieval
Christian and alchemical literature. In a particularly meaningful way,

it appears in the story of Calvary, which formed the pivot of Wat's

mature poetry.*®

If this is true, it is only so in the sense of Wat's highly personal, idiosyncratic version of
the Gospel narrative, which ends on the cross, and offers no justification of God's ways,
though the late poems do at times express something akin to the Miltonic plea: "What in

me is dark/Illumine".2*

23 AWL 299.
24 paradise Lost 1.22.
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Above all, Wat's last five years were colored and circumscribed by his illness,
whose stages he charted in diary entries and letters, and which left its clear imprint or warp
on his late poetry in ways that can be analytical or discursive and, at other times, formal or
metaphorical. The stroke Wat suffered in Warsaw in January 1953 left him with a chronic
neurological disorder diagnosed as Wallenberg's syndrome (or lateral medullary
syndrome). The most acute symptoms -- piercing pain on the left side of the torso, nausea,
ataxia, vertigo, a persistent sensation of falling to the left -- would pass, but in the years
that followed, despite repeated consultations with doctors in Poland and abroad, Wat
continued to suffer debilitating pain attacks, particularly on the left side of his face and in
the right extremities. In the grip of an apparently incurable affliction, he developed a set of
ideas about his condition that seemed irrational to many bystanders. Increasingly, he read
into his physical pain a punishment inflicted on him for his involvement in the cause of
Communism, or as he identified it in My Century, "the devil in history". The popularity of
this phrase among commentators has tended to overshadow the complex impact of physical
pain in Wat's poetry. There is no doubt that illness -- as much the fearful anticipation of
pain attacks as their actual occurrence, and the constant sense that even his close friends
doubted the reality of his pain and saw him as a malingerer or a neurotic, or both -- greatly
exacerbated Wat's isolation. He credited Ola Wat alone with an uncanny ability to

n25

empathize; in her he felt the "trusting imagination™<” that by believing his pain, was capable

2% |f there are no [physical] indications [of pain], the basis of credibility is not necessarily destroyed. But
it must be sustained by the constant effort of a trusting imagination. D 240
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of lifting his spirits, even if only for brief moments. However, he did not include several
poems about such moments (notably "Dedication™) in his last collection; the poems to or
about Ola that he did include, like "Bride," offer praise rather than analysis.

One of the few late poems that register a moment of transparency, of understanding
between the poet and another person who is not his wife, is the laconic record of a
consultation in California, "A wise neurologist of San Francisco™. Doctor Schiller offers,
instead of a cure or the hope of one, an insight into the patient's personality: despite his
professed thirst for sensual pleasure, he has always "sought out pain.” The poem is minor,
but the moment portrayed, in which the isolation is briefly broken, brings into play a
delicate irony in Wat's view of himself that, provides a balance for the dead weight of
suffering. It is the same kind of play that Wat achieves in his Polish adaptation of the phrase
lumen obscurum by using the word !wiecid"o, a substantive formed from a verb (!wieci$,
to shine) that suggests cheap decoration instead of the standard, disembodied word for light
('wiat"o). Wat's linguistic playfulness -- undiminished since his ludic beginnings, but now
in service of a different aim -- was one of the saving graces of his last years. Wat's
exuberant wit and clownishness endeared him not only to his earliest fans (among them the
literary stuntmen Witkacy and Mayakovsky) but to his grandchildren. A late photograph
shows him entertaining one of them at a sandbox in the Jardin du Luxembourg with
gestures reminiscent of the Golem of Wegener's celebrated silent film of 1921. Like that
legendary creature, Wat could be to himself at different times either victim or criminal,

Jew or Christian, man or woman, worm or king, beast or stone. A reader who wishes to
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gain access to the contradictory heart of his poetry must remain open to each of these

possibilities.

1. Aleksander Wat with his grandson, Parc de Sceaux, 1967.
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2 Custody and Cover

Before a new generation of scholars, aided by the work of archivists at the Beinecke
Library, took up the tasks of sifting, editing and studying Wat's work, the two people most
immediately responsible for shaping Wat's oeuvre and reputation were Ola Wat, the heir
to her husband's literary estate from 1967 until her own death in 1988, and Czeslaw Milosz,
whom the Wats met in Warsaw after the war and who in emigration became one of their
closest and most faithful friends. In the two decades after Wat's death, Ola Wat oversaw
publication of Ciemne !wiecid"o (Paris 1968), M6j Wiek (My Century: London 1977, 2nd
edition 1981), which found its way to Poland in the form of two underground reprint
editions (1980 and 1983) as well as a number of Wat's poems in journals. Ola also helped
to prepare for publication Dziennik bez samog"osek (Diary without Vowels), laboriously
deciphering the typescript she found among her husband's papers, and determining what
should be left out. She left much of the close editing to Krzysztof Rutkowski for the three-
volume edition Pisma wybrane (Selected Writings: essays, diary and prose) published in
London between 1985 and 1988. Ola lived just long enough to see Wat's poems appear
"above ground” in Poland, in the shape of a 1987 Poezje wybrane (Selected Poems). In
1984 Ola published Wszystko co najwatkniejsze (All That's Most Important), a memoir that
had its origin in conversations with Jacek Trznadel (then director of Polish Studies at the
Sorbonne) in 1981 and 1983. The book existed in the form of a dialogue until 1990, when

a revised version was published; at Ola's request, Jan Zielilski converted the book into a
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monologue. As Andrzej Wat recalls in his brief note introducing a 2011 edition of his
mother's book, Aleksander had urged his wife before his death: "Write! You have the gift
of seeing, the gift of the word."?® The plea to encourage Ola to write her memoir is repeated
in several letters to friends written not long before Wat's death. Andrzej describes the
memoir as "the continuation of My Century™ and a fragment from it is in fact included as
an epilogue in the abridged American version of My Century. Everything indicates that Ola
took her job to be shaping and preserving the story of her husband's life, but also making
work available to readers even if it had not been prepared -- or originally written -- for
publication. She starts her memoir from her marriage, as if her story held little interest apart
from her life with him, and in French and German translation her memoir bears the title
"The Second Shadow". The subtle combination of self-effacement and controlling will she
applied to her tasks as an executor is in evidence throughout her correspondence with
Czeslaw Milosz.”’

The Wats' forty-year marriage was a prodigious feat by any measure; in four
decades, the couple managed to weather initial opposition to the match by Ola's parents,
Alexander's Dada hooliganism and nihilism, her fragile constitution, his jail time as a
Communist in prewar Warsaw, the routine of raising a child and Wat's steady professional
work as an editor to support the family, the war, repeated imprisonment and false political
accusations, long separation, hunger and exile in the Soviet Union, the return to a ruined

Warsaw and the near-total annihilation of their families, the growing stranglehold of

2 WCN 5 (Warsaw 2011)
2" Listy o tym, co najwatniejsze (Letters On All That's Most Important); ed. B. Toru!czyk, Warsaw 2009
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Stalinism in postwar Poland, and Wat's illness and a second precarious life in emigration
in France and the United States. The bond between them, never devoid of erotic fascination,
has few parallels in literary history. Wat's widow was nothing if not confident as an
interpreter of his wishes, and her decision to publish the Diary made accessible to his
readers once and for all several private expressions of his trust in her loyalty and her
judgment, which has the effect (as she must have realized) of buttressing her literary
authority, if anyone had been inclined to doubt it.

Ola Wat's epilogue to the American edition of My Century displays both her
strengths and weaknesses as a narrator: she portrays Wat as more heroic and with less irony
than he does himself, but she can also furnish details he lacked or left out. She gives a vivid
account of her reunion with her husband after their separation in the Soviet Union, and of
the revolt Wat claimed he organized in the Kazakh settlement Ili against the imposition of
Soviet passports on Poles and the abuse that he and the group of resisters suffered at the
hands of the NKVD. The detail of Wat handing his bag to a NKVD officer to carry and
being mocked for it as "bourgeois to the bone" conveys some of the quixotic recklessness
of Wat's stance at the time and also a certain lordly quality which was an important element
of his personality; it is evident in his poems but much less so in his letters and personal
writings. Whether or not Ola herself suggested using her own memoir to bring My Century
to a close, the effect is to substitute for Wat's last rhetorical gesture, in which he paints
himself as an isolated, eccentric figure ("a Jew with a cross around his neck™) an image of

the couple, Ola and Olek, gazing off into the Central Asian landscape together.

27



The story that Ola tells about the Soviet passportization campaign centers on Wat's
dealings with the Russian gangster Valentin and with the NKVD officer, Omarkhadziev,
both of whom treat Wat with surprising indulgence. Wat himself mentions Valentin only
briefly in a note titled "The Meaning of Communism” (appended to the Polish edition of
My Century in the Collected Writings) as "my great, dear friend Vala, a dangerous railway
bandit."?® Ola fills out the narrative by providing details (presumably from Wat's account
to her) of how Valentin protected Wat in prison, respecting his stubborn non-conformist
stance, and describing the Wats' last visit from Valentin when he is released and their fond
farewells. Wat's own account in My Century, and the poem "Biography,"” show that he had
a complex understanding of how closely the professional criminal world and the Soviet
power system were intertwined; he was wary of the sentimentalization of criminal life in
gangster songs and the mythology surrounding the "rehabilitation™ or "reeducation” of
criminals, created largely by the main Soviet educational ideologue, Makarenko, whose
"Pedagogical Poem" was made into one of the most popular Soviet films of the 1930s, and
who is present in the poem "Biography" as a sort of patron saint of the criminal life. Wat
remarks on the sympathy between the "bezprizornye™ or unaccompanied minors he saw in
droves in prison and the NKVD guards who watched over them; he mentions Valentin only
in connection with the subject of the hunger for material objects paradoxically created in
the Soviet Union, a hunger he considered degrading. He seems to understand that Valentin
and Omarkhardziev are two sides of the same coin, the same evil. Ola puts Valentin in her

story about her husband's resistance to Soviet coercion as a kind of guardian angel, a folkish

28 "Sens Komunizmu," MW.I1 354
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hero who claims to feel free in prison but is forever escaping. He says he longs to begin
life as an honest man, but he may have to commit a few crimes to raise the funds. He comes
to the Wats with a fake cast on his arm which he has stuffed with rubles (whose source is
not identified). In Ola's story, Wat is moved to give an inspirational speech about freedom
to his fellow prisoners: "And there in that gloomy cell, surrounded by rebellious prisoners
filled with hate though well inclined to him, he transported them from their prison walls
out into the great world." As much as a reader may wish to believe in this Aleksander Wat,
spiritual leader and liberator, Ola's version at the end of My Century jars after hundreds of
pages of Wat's own skeptical voice.

Ola's role as her husband's companion and biographer bears a certain resemblance
to that of Nadezhda Mandelstam, whose memoir Hope Against Hope is often read as a
commentary to Osip Mandelstam's poetry. It is worth recalling the similarities between the
poets: both Aleksander and Osip were poets born in Warsaw (only nine years apart) as the
sons of observant Jewish fathers who nonetheless encouraged their sons to make a life
outside the Jewish community; both were precocious participants and moving forces in
modernist literary groups in the 1920s and were for a limited time under the spell of the
Revolution. Nadezhda occupied the position of widow for longer than Ola (though it took
years for the circumstances and date of Osip Mandelstam's death to be made known), and
her husband was hounded to his death in a more direct and brutal way than Wat, but the
two women are both Jewish widows who adopted Christian spirituality as a model and both
act in their writings as witnesses to a martyred life. The time that elapsed between

Mandelstam's death and Nadezhda's writing about him, more than twenty years, may have
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allowed Nadezhda to achieve a more detached view in her own ironic and often wry
portrayal of their difficult life; this could also simply be an expression of her own irreverent
sensibility. She is able to give extraordinary insight into Mandelstam's process of making
poems, without idealizing him. Nadezhda Mandelstam's Christianity never took the form
of a conversion (which would in any case have been much more unusual in Soviet
conditions) but remained an emotional attachment to Christian cultural tradition; Osip had
converted to Lutheranism before he met his wife, for wholly pragmatic reasons.

Ola Wat chose to be baptised together with her husband, not in the Soviet exile
where each was drawn to a mystical form of Christianity in their period of separation, but
in a Catholic church back in Warsaw in 1953 (or as Venclova claims, 1954).2° The full
significance of such a step at that moment, after the Wats had learned the full extent of the
destruction of their own families and of Jewish life in Europe, is difficult to fathom. Not a
few surviving Jewish Poles chose to be baptised after the war, if they did not immediately
seek to emigrate, and the beginning of the postwar era was for many a Year Zero. Just as
for some intellectuals in the Soviet Union an attachment to Christianity was a way to resist
Soviet ideology, and cling to European civilization, formally entering the Catholic Church
just as Poland was absorbed into the Soviet sphere of influence can be seen as a gesture of
spiritual independence. It is not surprising that the conversion did not translate into
traditional observance, especially after the Wats left Poland. They both describe a deep
disappointment on their pilgrimage to Sicily in 1957 to see a celebrated rustic priest, Padre

Pio, who unceremoniously rejected Wat when he admitted to never having made a

2 D 249-250; AWL 178.
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confession as a Catholic, years after his baptism.** While Wat himself in his late writings
expresses a tormented ambivalence about his religious identity, Ola's impulses dovetail
with Milosz's; both portray Wat as a man moved by an overwhelming religious hunger
inflected toward Christianity. Whether out of prudishness or discretion, Ola does not give
much attention to the other appetites evident in her husband's writings; a reader learns little
from her memoir that makes Aleksander's presence, his creaturely being, come into view.
When she can choose between a high and a low motive for an action or statement of her
husband's, she will invariably choose the higher, more spiritual motive, which puts her
portrait of him at odds with his persistent view of himself. His own view of the way low
and high motives relate to each other in any life is very different.

Ola's short note introducing the Polish edition of Diary without Vowels tries to
provide an explanation for her husband's decision to write as he did.

Vowels are the light, breath, life of the word, after all, they are its pulse. So
the pages filled with clusters of consonants bear witness to my husband'’s
suffering. The hoarse, rough, crushed words were both a symbolic and a

very concrete expression of his state at the time he wrote them.

Her suggestion is supported by Wat's statements about pain and language, and
particularly about Polish, but it remains her interpretation of a code that might just as well
have been a matter of shorthand or privacy. Ola's portrayal of her husband puts a repeated
emphasis on spiritual motives and meanings, but steers away from explicit references to

Judaism. Describing a text written without vowels, she doesn't mention the connection to

%0 D 249-250.
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Hebrew, although she may have thought it too obvious to mention and her mention of
vowels as the breath of language may refer to the Kabbalistic idea of the spirit, ruach, as
breath. Martyrdom has its tradition in Judaism as in Christianity, but Ola's portrayal of
Wat's suffering does not fit naturally into the view of martyrs as either Jews who die rather
than convert or those who suffer anti-Jewish violence or persecution. Ola's account of his
sufferings follows the shape of Christian soteriology that underlies Polish (and to a degree,
Russian) literary culture, treating suffering as redemptive. Even if Wat at times presents
himself as a quasi-Christ figure, as in the poem "Since you know that they were intended
for you," and as a sacrificial animal, as in "Ode 11" (" a sacrificial calf, one that dies without
purpose™), the notion of himself as a savior or a martyr could not be further from Wat's

own understanding of his illness.

Although Wat met Czeslaw Milosz on what the latter describes as "a mournful
New-Year's Eve in postwar Warsaw," they did not become friends until they began meeting
regularly in Paris in the late fifties.?* Milosz was a loyal friend to Wat in his last years
(though he describes the friendship as "not particularly ardent,” more collegial than
intimate) and an important ally to Ola for the two decades after Wat's death.>®* As an
anthologist, historian and ambassador of Polish literature Milosz also largely created the

literary-critical framework within which Wat's work could be placed and to some degree

%2 Milosz, Introduction to MC, Xix
% op.cit. xxiii
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reverberate. With his powerful will to rational order and judgment, Milosz was honest
enough to admit (paradoxically) to strong personal and intellectual dislikes that played a
part in his critical and editorial work. Milosz's presentation of poets he befriended and
translated is an integral part of his argument with Polish poetry, a tradition in which he felt
strongly his own unusual status as a poet who placed a higher value on intellectual form
than on musical form. These factors had a significant impact on the context he created for
Wat in English.

My Century, which combines a reckoning with modern intellectual and political
history with self-analysis and reflections on the nature of poetry, was the product of a
collaboration with Milosz in 1965 and an extended editorial process that took place in the
years after Wat's death. It involved besides Milosz and Ola a number of Milosz's students,
who transcribed the recorded conversations, and the editor Lidia Ciotkoszowa, who was
put forward for her role by Milosz. The project itself was born of Wat's desperation over
both his illness and his inability to do the sustained work he had planned to do as a Berkeley
fellow in late 1963 and most of 1964. Many of the poems Wat wrote during his California
stay were in the form of "Whispers on Tape," dense fragments often dictated in the middle
of the night.3* As the uncollected "Whispers" included here show, some of the fragments
never formed themselves into lyrics but remained snatches of prose, and some are very
close to the kind of brief private reflections he wrote in his diary. Milosz believed that
Wat's own writing was often less compelling than the narratives generated by their taped

conversations. Wat was acutely aware that he and Milosz had great differences of

% WCN 276.
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temperament and opinion, but he saw this as a possible advantage in their collaboration:
"Itis hard to find a more considerate, more intelligent and stimulating listener than Milosz,"
he wrote in his diary. "Our philosophies are contrary, but does that do any harm? So much
the better."* My Century is now the book on which Wat's reputation largely rests in the
English-language world. In Poland, Wat's Collected Writings have appeared in a scholarly
edition whose first volume, containing his poems, appeared in 1997; in contrast, the
Selected Poems translated into English by Milosz with his Berkeley students, and with the
American poet Leonard Nathan, have been out of print for decades, while My Century has
not been out of print since it first appeared in 1977.

Even My Century does not exist in a full English translation; the 1977 edition
published by the University of California Press (subsequently renewed by Norton and
NYRB Classics) abridges the book by more than half its original length -- for some good
reasons and some questionable ones. On the one hand, the text was oral, repetitive, in need
of editorial discipline. On the other, the American version was edited according to
assumptions about what Western readers would be able to absorb in the way of historical
detail about poetic schools and squabbles, political groups and the editorial boards of
obscure magazines. These assumptions -- and others that shaped the editing of Polish
literature more generally in the United States in the late twentieth century -- have been
rendered largely obsolete by the vast amount of historical and literary context and analysis
provided by Anne Applebaum’s Iron Curtain: The Crushing of Eastern Europe 1944-1956

(2012), Timothy Snyder's Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin (2010), Marci
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Shore's Caviar and Ashes: A Marxist Generation's Life and Death in Marxism, 1918-1968
(2006), Clare Cavanagh's Lyric Poetry and Modern Politics: Russia, Poland and the West
(2009), and many others. The expanded corpus of Czeslaw Milosz's writings in English
translation also provides a more fine-grained background for understanding the history and
psychology probed in My Century and in Wat's other late writings. Critical editions of Wat
by Jan Zielilski (poetry), Adam Dziadek (notebooks), Michalina Kmiecik (Diary without
Vowels) and criticism by Zielilski, Dziadek, Piotr Pietrych and many other young scholars
in Poland have opened up numerous areas of Wat's life and work, mostly after the death of
Czeslaw Milosz in 2004.

In a 1963 diary entry made in Paris, Wat describes a "fascinating and instructive
conversation with Milosz" about Wat's recent poems which captures the lively and yet
often strained friendship between the two; in it, Wat defends his own poetics in the face of
a confident younger man whose work he sees as too hemmed in by moralism and the
intellectual curb of theology: "He reproaches me not so much with hermeticism, because
that would be the pot calling the kettle black, as with my frequent sliding into uncontrolled
and undisciplined spheres, into 'dream'... He then starts to 'undress' my poems, the
grammatical parsing of a pedantic professor, and he finds a few semantic lapses. He didn't
know the word 'pu*ka*," admires the wealth of my vocabulary (all those years | did
translations of different kinds) but he himself avoids little-known or oversophisticated
words (“but you're a noodle and I'm a beet, I mix the written with the word on the street")
... we talked about poetic discipline and dreams. | said, 'It's important to strike the right

balance between the formal discipline particular to each poet, and dreams, or the head each
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gives to voices. We know all the formal disciplines and we're sick of them. In our century
we should listen to voices, break through the noise of the parasitical voices swarming the
ether and listen to those that may be fundamental, just as in the Baroque."*®

Postwar Polish Poetry, Milosz's 1965 anthology, reprinted in 1970 as a Penguin
paperback, was the first volley in a broad campaign to make modern Polish poets known
in the English-speaking world, accompanied by a claim for the unique capacity of the
translated poets to provide a clear view of the historical experience of a people (and by
extension a whole civilization) caught between Stalin and Hitler. The anthology contains
eight poems by Wat, more than included by other poets except for Tadeusz Ro(ewicz
(eleven poems) and Zbigniew Herbert (eighteen). With the exception of "Notes to Books
of the Old Testament: 1 Kings, 10," an early title for "An Oxford Turtle,” the Wat poems
in the anthology all come from the 1957 collection Wiersze (Poems), which was widely
seen as Wat's second début and won him an important literary prize, in a year when a strong
cohort of younger poets (including Herbert) were contending for it. Wat's return to poetry
after the war came as a surprise to many in the Polish literary world, where for decades he
had been seen less as a poet than as an editor and man of letters who committed a few Dada
indiscretions in his youth.

The visionary slant in many of his late poems set Wat apart from many of his
contemporaries. Even Milosz in his anthology selection and translation clearly prefers the

sober, ironic, laconic Wat (in tune with Ro(ewicz and Herbert) to the extreme psychic

states of the Mediterranean Poems of 1962, none of which he includes. In his diary, Wat
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laughed at himself for dedicating the last section in the "Dreams” sequence "to Milosz of
all people.” "After all, the last poem...wasn't an accident, a random event, oh, it wrote itself,
by the power of poetry | embodied a soul living through the terror of death.” The view of
poetry outlined in My Century and developed in Wat's diary entries (some clearly written
after Milosz had switched off the tape recorder and gone home, but still in response to
Milosz's attitudes) finds in poetry a search for beauty in the depths of despair and
destitution, an "act of heroism"”. Milosz's disapproval of Wat's attitude toward pain is
evident in his editing out of many comments on pain and illness from My Century. It also
emerges in the response he registers in one of the few moments in the book where his own
voice interjects something in the flow of Wat's reminiscences:

WAT: My illness is essentially demonic; | have always had that feeling about it.
Because, in fact, there is no illness; in fact, all my organs are in good shape.
Perhaps we should talk about my illness.

MILOSZ: No, no.

Milosz's distaste for what he regarded as morbid or abject subjects or attitudes in
literature is reflected in both his choice of poems to translate and in his mode of translating
them. In the fullest edition of Wat's poems in English, With the Skin, undertaken with the
American poet Leonard Nathan, a number of poems central to Wat's later work are
unrepresented, and "dark™ notes in the poems translated are sometimes, though not always,
muted or rendered in a neutral tone. For example, there is no translation of the poem "W
czterech $cianach mego bolu" (In the Four Walls of my Pain), which opens the 1957 Poems

and with its implacable rhythm and claustrophobic imagery sets the tone for the book. Of
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the nineteen other poems and sequences in a section titled W okolicach cierpienia” (In the
Environs of Suffering) only three are translated: "To Be a Mouse," "Arithmetic,” and
"Before a Weimar Portrait of Direr" (and in the last, Milosz translates the "Autoportret” of
the Polish title as "Portrait," although the nature of self-depictions is crucial to the poem).
None of the "Nocturnes™ or "Dreams" are rendered in English, nor are self-defining poems
like "Troch) mitologii” (A Little Mythology) or "Czemu mnie z trumny wyci*gasz" (Why
do you drag me from the grave?), with its echo of King Lear. Of the rest of the 1957 book,
Milosz tends to choose poems which, if they speak of suffering, speak not of personal pain
but of the pain of a clear other, or others, if possible in a historical mode: “Imagerie
d'Epinal" casts the destruction of old Communists and reformers in the mold of pre-
revolutionary French kitsch, and "Melodies from Hebrew" raises a cry against persecution
of Jews against the background not of twentieth-century Poland but of ancient Rome.
Milosz does not translate Wat's "Wielkanoc" (Easter) a poem from the 1957 Poems
that marries Jewish and Christian imagery to describe a scene which is not focused on the
German occupation but on the intimate, native village setting of violence against Jews.

Tomas Venclova in his biography provides a literal translation:

In a two-horse cart

an old Orthodox gentleman
a top hat on his head

rides from the synagogue
rocks, and says to himself:

I'm a king, I'm a king, a king I am

Men stand lined up
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Women look from windows
Children hang up garlands
Gendarmes kneel on the pavement.

Then Yahweh extended his hand
tore the top hat off his head

and planted a crown of thorns.
Then in the two-horse cart

the old Orthodox gentleman
rode straight into heaven.

Smoke rises over the city

Garlands of children hanged
Women lie on the pavement
Gendarmes stand lined up.*’

On the other hand, Milosz and Nathan included "To Paul Eluard" (another untitled poem
whose dedication the translators decide to use as a title), a poem of Auschwitz entirely
within the conventions of traditional lyrics of lamentation. The other poem dedicated to

Eluard, written a year and a half later, is much less tidy, and darker.

Lying down to sleep in a rustle of paper sheets,
gathering like a shadow over a holy candle:

this is your erased night.

Before night whitens into dawn

you will compass much: shadow and the drizzle
of a procession from which

drops

slowly

fall

" m\ielkanoc," P 163; AWL 235.
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as if a crematorium were weeping.®

It is natural that Milosz had his own preferences as a poet and translator of poetry, and that
these shaped the way he presented Wat in English. The intellectual context of the period
-- the 1960s and 70s -- when Milosz was working on the translations will also have played
its part: more attention was being given to the history of the Holocaust in those years, in
literature, scholarship, and public debate, than to the history of Communism, and Milosz
had a strong sense of intellectual justice and balance which may have led him to emphasize
those poems of Wat's that are directly related to Stalinist, not Nazi crimes.

The impression English-language readers have of Wat as a poet is powerfully
affected by Milosz's objections to translating rhymed poetry. This shows in his selection
of poems to translate as well as in the way he translates them. Of the forty-eight poems in
the 1962-1967 group, only five are rhymed, but Milosz in his selection of twelve to render
in English omits them all; of the ninety poems in the 1957 collection, twenty-seven are
rhymed, and the two Milosz chooses to translate ("Imagerie d'Epinal” and "A Joke") are
translated without their rhymes. The only poem in With the Skin that bears a trace of Wat's
rhyming is "Japanese Archery,” the single translation in the book not by Milosz but by
Richard Lourie, the editor and translator of the American My Century. In a letter Milosz
wrote Wat in July 1962, he expresses the view that it is impossible to translate Polish
rhymes into English, in the context of plans to translate some of the Skamander poets for

his anthology: "Here it's particularly difficult to figure out, because you can't translate with

% p 251,
40



rhymes, rhyme has a different function in English and is more worn out than in Polish."**

He is certainly not the only one who has held this view, and he translated or allowed others
to translate his own rhymed poems (less numerous than Wat's) into unrhymed English, but
he must have known that a reader of his English Wat would take this to be a poet more
interested in "intellectual form™ than "linguistic form,” which is not quite as true of Wat as
it is of Herbert or Milosz himself. This was the quality which Milosz most wished to put
forward in his presentation of modern Polish poetry and thought would be most appealing
(and perhaps useful) to English language readers.

Not much can be discovered from Milosz's or Nathan's archive about the input of
Leonard Nathan in the process of translation the selection of Wat. One consistent tendency
the translations have, however, is to be longer (and more wordy, which is not always the
same thing) than Wat's originals. This is unusual for English translations, which almost
always have fewer words than Polish originals, and it causes Wat's voice to sound more
longwinded than it is in Polish, and to make his jokes more clunky. This has to do in part
with the English verb forms used by Milosz and Nathan. Where a simple past would be
sufficient, the translators often use the past continuous, as for example in "Ode I11," where
we find "it was bringing testimony," "I was carrying,"l was finding seclusion,” in lines
where "it brought . . .,", "I carried . . .," and "'l found seclusion . . ." would be more concise
and more natural.

At the same time Milosz and Nathan have an alarming tendency to drop lines for

no identifiable reason, as for example in Wat's poem to Leopold %ab)dz, where the lines
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"On a streak of Chaos,/ yes, a dark streak," a dark rider to the idea of himself as a ""point of
light,” disappear in English, and in "Na spacerze™ (On a Walk), titled "Taking a Walk™ by
Milosz, where the Polish phrase "Bo ja wiem czemu” (which | have translated as "No idea")
at the end of the first stanza, a characteristic destabilizing interjection, is nowhere to be
found in the version in With the Skin. The fact that these omissions are repeated in later
editions, including the 1991 Penguin International Poets paperback, makes these seem less
like errors or oversights and more like editorial incursions: corrections. The translations
also tend to spiritualize the concrete or mundane. One example, also in "Ode Il1," is where
Milosz and Nathan translate the word "pro$ba™ with "prayer," rather than using the more
neutral "request™ or "plea”. That Wat uses the word in a line asking for his poems to be
bound in his own skin makes it especially poignant; at the same time, the translation of
"bracia moi" as "my brethren™ also gives a more religious inflection to what is strictly
speaking an appeal to "my brothers". These brothers are introduced early on as "my friends,
with my skin when it was the first geography of brotherhood.” As a rhetorical gesture the
address is closer to one of Whitman's exclamations to his fellows, a gesture of human and
even erotic sympathy, not a prayer sent upward.

One consequence of the fact that the life story Wat recorded in conversations with
Milosz cuts off in 1942 is that My Century reads as a whole very much like a conversion
narrative. Like other such texts it deals in great detail with the prehistory of the subject, his
youthful follies and transgressions, and then with his period of deepest suffering,
imprisonment, deprivation and isolation, to culminate with a vision and a turning toward

the figure of Christ, as "a Jew with a cross around his neck.” What makes this difficult to
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accept is not only the place of narratives of Jews' conversions in European cultural history,
but the fact that Wat returned several times in later work to the fact that he considered his
own conversion "abortive”. What was left out was everything that followed his religious
experience in Soviet prisons: the return to Warsaw, to a knowledge of the Holocaust and
its impact on the Wat family and countless Jewish friends and acquaintances, the violent
civil war that raged on in Poland after the German withdrawal and surrender, in which
more Jews were killed, and the Communist regime that emerged as just as likely to resort
to anti-Semitic chicanery as the prewar right-wing patriotism so familiar to the Wats.
Milosz acknowledges in his preface to My Century that Wat considered the ground covered
by the conversations in Berkeley "no more than half or even a quarter of what he wanted
to say," and though they continued talking in the summer of 1965 after the Wats' return to
Paris, it is safe to assume that Wat would have liked to relate his story more fully, and at
the very least up to and including his family's return to Poland. The second half of Wat's
adult life, from 1943 to 1967, including his obsessive returns to his Jewish lineage, is
recounted in a disjointed, fitful form in Wat's diaries and notebooks, his letters and many
of his later poems, but most of this material arrived in the public realm many years after
the publication of My Century and after Wat's image in the public imagination had been
well formed by a book which overshadowed his poetry. That little of this late material is
available in English or any language other than Polish cannot be laid at Milosz's door, but

adding to Milosz's Wat means changing Wat substantially.
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Jan Lebenstein's black-and-white cover design for Wat's 1968 book shows a white
sun radiating black light, hovering where a head might be, over the truncated neck of a
hybrid creature: upright, an armless torso with white wings, and upside down, a two-headed

eagle with wings like webbed claws and a horrified face plunged down into empty space.

2. Jan Lebenstein, cover of Ciemne !wiecid"o, black ink, 1968.
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The image, framed by the author's name above and the title and publisher below (written
in an ornate but childish hand), may convey the Gnostic dualism diagnosed by Tomas
Venclova, but it also suggests other dualisms that may be taken as equally or more
important to Wat's work. The broken torso carried aloft by angelic wings renders the
vulnerable body and victorious soul, while at the point where the torso melts into an
imperial double eagle, it takes on a suggestion of the ancient versus the modern (if one
associates the eagle with the Russian Empire) and Greece versus Rome (which also
employed the Hittite double eagle as a symbol), or art (an archaic torso) versus nature (a
bird of prey). The terrified creature suspended downward and the lofty figure rising above
also recall Wat's own repeated statements about his instinctive identification with lowly,
earthbound creatures, and his converse need, when he wrote poetry, to feel himself the "son
of a king."*°

One of the things that drew Wat and Lebenstein together in friendship was their
shared obsession with organic morphology: after the "axial™ figures of Lebenstein's which
inspired the "axial" poem Wat dedicated to him ("Skin and Death™), Wat was thrilled by
Lebenstein's series Bestiarium, started in 1963, and its affinity with his own genealogical
imagination: "This album is extraordinary: natural history from the Paleocene era -- the
first attempts to create reptiles, mammals; the devil appears, right up to demonic man.

That's how it really was. Paleontologists should study [this work], and it is the profoundest

and at the same time the most dynamic realism today."** The book cover design takes a
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number of elements from Lebenstein's Bestiarium as it developed over the next few years,
parallel to Wat's last poems: in particular, the cover combines elements of two oil paintings
of 1965, "Animal Skin" and "Victorious Beast." The first (likely inspired by Titian's The
Flaying of Marsyas and painted in a similar dark brown palette) has the terror-stricken face
with claws groping down in an abyss, and "Victorious Beast™" shows a full torso suspended

with wings outstretched, tapering off into skeletal claws

3. Jan Lebenstein, Animal Skin, oil and acryclic on canvas, 198 x 97 cm. 1965.
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4. Lebenstein, Victorious Beast, oil on canvas, 198x97 cm. 1965.

In 2008, an edition combining Mediterranean Poems with the 1962-67 poems of Ciemne
lwiecid"o was published in the Mnemnosyne Library, a series edited by Piotr Kfoczowski

and published in a handsome square format with reproductions of manuscript pages,
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photographs and on the dust jacket, a gouache previously unpublished in Poland titled
Sourd I11. Hommage a Aleksander Wat, made in the period 1964-66. Like the cover art for
the book it contrasts a dark-sun-headed winged figure with a monstruous double-headed
creature with enormous claws, hovering this time above a supine face suggestive of a mask

or a sleeping face.

5. Cover of 2008 Mnemnosyne edition of Ciemne $wiecid#o and other poems, with gouache
by Jan Lebenstein: Sourd I1l. Hommage a Aleksander Wat, 1964-66.

The clutch of letters the two friends exchanged between 1964 and 1967 testifies to
their deep affinity with each other's work. In April 1965, Wat writes to Lebenstein from
Berkeley to thank him for two drawings of a coiled, suffering animal (both currently in the

private collection of the Wat family) sent with a letter the previous December. Wat writes:
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"My dear Janek -- that animal is me, powerless, degenerated, but it bites!"*? and Ola insists
in an added note to Lebenstein that he was wrong to say he had painted himself in the
contorted creatures. Wat found in Lebenstein's art an acute sense of the centrality of pain
to human life and culture which was absent from the work of the other artist friend of his
later years, Jozef Czapski. Czapski's visual world is richly colorful, lyrical, meditative, and
his satire is gentler than Lebenstein's, which can be Daumier-like, with an occasional hint
of Weimar grotesquerie and even of Bosch.

Wat disapproved of Lebenstein's tendency to veer off in the direction of what Wat
considered degrading sadomasochistic fantasy, erotic "diablerie,” as he notes in the same
diary entry, making a note for himself to warn Lebenstein against it. Whether he received
a warning from Wat or not, Lebenstein did go on to make a considerable number of
artworks that answer to this description in the 1960s and 1970s, when "erotic diablerie™
enjoyed a special vogue in France, but he avoided it in his design for Wat's book. With
Lebenstein, Wat had a fatherly and protective voice, encouraging him in his work and
warning him against self-sabotage. Along with Juliusz Sakowski and Leopold %ab)dz,
Lebenstein was the recipient of a letter from Wat written and addressed on June 1, 1967,
and posted by Ola after his death. In his letter, Wat asks Lebenstein to support and help
Ola and Andrzej after his own death, to urge Ola to write, and assures him: "You're a great

authentic artist (and Zbyszek Herbert a poet), don't destroy yourself, you don't have the
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reasons, the misfortunes -- tangible, brutal, immediate -- that force me to this, and I'd never
do it otherwise, all the more since | was so happy with my Ola."*
The editors of Wat's Collected Writings, which began to appear in 1997, chose for

the cover of each volume a different drawing by Lebenstein; the cover of the first volume,

Poems, shows a drawing of a bowler-hatted and rose-lapelled Wat as Charlie Chaplin.

6. Cover of Poezje (Poems, Czytelnik 1997)) with drawing and gouache by Lebenstein.

Volume 2, which consists of My Century in two parts, bears on its first part a drawing of a

hatted and bearded man clutching at his throat as he sinks into a dark mass of mud or slurry,
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and on its second part a trio of imperial military figures identifiable by their headwear as

demented leaders of Germany, Russia and the Hapsburg Empire.

7. Jan Lebenstein, drawings and gouaches as they appear on the cover of Moj wiek (My
Century) volumes | and I1. Warsaw, Czytelnik 1998.

Diary without Vowels sports a sketch of a Janus-like figure with one face awake and the

other asleep, titled "Lucifer".
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8. Jan Lebenstein, drawing and gouache on cover of Dziennik bez samog'osek (Diary
without Vowels), Warsaw, Czytelnik 2001.

One volume of the Correspondence has on its cover a sketch and collage of a little boy
seated with a glass of red wine, with the title Bezrobotny Lucyfer (Lucifer Unemployed) at
the bottom, and the other has an image of a bookish gentleman with a muscular man
knocked to the ground, labeled "Tom Bill Champion Ci)(kiej Wagi,” (Tom Bill,

Heavyweight Champion) the title of one of the short stories in Lucifer Unemployed.
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9. Jan Lebenstein, drawings and gouaches on the covers of Korespondencja
(Correspondence), volumes | and 1. Warsaw, Czytelnik, 2005.
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Like much of Wat's late writing these drawings have an obsessional but rushed and often
unfinished quality. It little matters that they do not "fit" in any direct sense the texts they
cover; they are all effective hints at the kind of writing to be found within: dark but comical,
analytical and yet prey to sudden whim; there is no suggestion of their being illustrative.
Later in his career, Lebenstein resented being cast as an illustrator, but he did in fact do a
lot of illustration work on commission, including an edition of Animal Farm, Ted Hughes's
Crow, and Milosz's Polish translations of the Book of Job and Revelation.

With the exception of the Ciemne !wiecid"o cover, a commission, Lebenstein's
artistic responses to Wat are the spontaneous expressions of an artist friend, one toward
whom Wat seems to have felt no jealousy or rivalry, but whose creative discoveries could
trigger parallel discoveries in poetry, working as an unforced correspondance des arts.**
Unlike Ola Wat and Czeslaw Milosz and any number of critics writing on Wat's work,
Lebenstein remained at a distance to Wat determined by the generational difference
between them as much as by their different artistic fields; his statements on his friend were
reticent, but his artistic response to Wat's work was perhaps the more free (and therefore
revealing) for flowing from ties of affection unburdened by guilt, vanity or diplomacy.

A book cover, like a translation, is an act of interpretation and care, seeking both to
comprehend and cherish a writer's work, but a cover has less of the suggestion of usurpation
that accompanies most translations, especially of one poet by another; translations always

combine (subtly, when they are good) aspects of theft and tribute. In another sense of the

* The phrase is used by Etienne Souriau as the title of a 1947 analysis, La Correspondance des Arts.
Eléments d'esthétique comparée.
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word, however, a translation is a cover, in the sense that one singer can do a cover of
another's song. A cover version can improve on its original, and whether or not it does, it
may overshadow it, as in the case of Aretha Franklin's famous version of Otis Redding's
"Respect”. Jimi Hendrix's version of Bob Dylan's "All Along the Watchtower" is a louder,
wilder song, a reflection in some ways of the two faces of sixties' culture -- one turned
toward a notion of the natural or folkish, and another turned to the supernatural or
psychedelic. Following this analogy, Milosz's translations of Wat are more like Dylan's
original subdued, plain rendering of the song accompanied on harmonica, and Wat's
original poems have more of Hendrix's ecstatic wildness. Following the semantic network
of "cover" further, one can find in Ola Wat's attitude to her role elements of protection and
sheltering on the one hand, and of pretense and concealment on the other. But the fact that
Wat's widow, besides providing an idealizing biographical narrative, also authorized and
oversaw the publication of the relentlessly unmasking material of Diary without Vowels,
as well as some of the poems he did not finish or choose to publish, makes her version of

her husband more than a cover story.
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3 Stages on Life's Way

My life had been a constant search for an enormous dream in which my
fellow creatures and animals, plants, chimeras, stars and minerals were in
a pre-established harmony, a dream that is forgotten because it must be
forgotten, and is sought desperately, and only sporadically does one find
its tragic fragments in the warmth of a person, in some specific situation,
a glance -- in memory, too, of course, in some specific pain, some moment.
I loved that beauty with a passion; I loved it in voices, voices. And then,
instead of harmony, there was nothing but scraps and tatters. And perhaps

that alone is what it means to be a poet.*

Writing in his diary in Paris on November 28, 1963, Aleksander Wat recorded a
dream he had as a very young man, under the title: “"For my Dichtung und Wahrheit":

Father's righteousness. | dream that one dark and deep night I hear from the room
next door my father praying softly, but desperately. After a prosperous period we're in
another period of poverty. Father's confession: "A Siberian merchant who owed me 500
rubles gave me a packet of money when he was drunk, in a hotel on D"uga Street, and |
never dared to count in the presence of a debtor. At home | counted it: 5000 rubles. I ran
back to the merchant, but he'd already left for Siberia; I took 500 rubles and intended to
return the rest to him, but day after day | delayed; I don't know why. After all, | was sure
I'd get around to it and return the money, so my conscience was clear, and yet with that
clear conscience 1 still delayed - why was that? At whose instigation? | didn't have any
doubt whatsoever that I'd have to deal with it, at the very latest at the end of the month,
when his bookkeeper would discover the deficit. So as soon as he raised a question, | would
return the money. But why did | delay? Surely not to be able to boast to him: you see, I

could have gotten away with it, but know that Mendel Chwat is an honest man. No, you
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must know, God, | never take pride in my own honesty, for who is honest in the eyes of
God? So why did | wait for a miracle to punish my fraudulence? I know that's even worse
than plain stealing without dragging you, God, into my thievery. But two months went by
and the moment came when | spent the stolen money. You know, God, he is such a rich
man that he never even noticed his mistake, and I'm on the verge of the kind of bankruptcy
that will leave us completely destitute. But that makes it worse, because it means | cannot
bear the trial of poverty, the first trial, and I'm worse than a pickpocket, I'm the lowest of
the low, after a long life in which I made such efforts, bore such terrible trials, only not to
lower myself in Your eyes. And those around me will say: Mendel Chwat is our model of
honesty, dependability. All the greater will be my shame and humiliation. | can't even stand
up in the temple where | am so respected and say to everyone: No, this is what happened,
I'm a thief and the lowest of the low. I no longer have any right to do that, because in doing
so | would be meting out my own justice -- and that belongs to you, |1 would be elevating
myself in humiliating myself, instead of humiliating myself below the earth and the grave."”

So Father whispers, and I don't know where to run, where to hide from my father's
confession, from that disgrace. | don't know where, how, but | have to hide! Run away! But
I can't move a finger, I'm frozen in horror, paralysed. And then the spark of hope: maybe
I'm dreaming this? And | realize Father always addresses God in Hebrew, but | don't know
Hebrew. So I'm dreaming! | make an effort and wake up: it is late into the night, in the next
room Father is crying out in his sleep, not loudly as usual but softly, and all the more
touching for that. That's where Father's nocturnal prayer in my dream came from. And a
moment later | also realize I'd recently been reading Kierkegaard's Dream of Solomon.
Fifty years have passed, and to this day | remember as if it were yesterday the riot of feeling
in my dream and the burning, devouring shame for my father. From that night my
relationship to my father was profoundly changed: degraded, as if he had really swindled

that drunken Siberian brute.

Why does Wat take this dream about his father to be part of the story of his "Poetry

and Truth"? If he intended to produce such a Goethian book, the closest he came is My
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Century, but neither it nor its companion volume, Diary without Vowels, focuses
specifically on his childhood or student years. In "Solomon's Dream," a section of Quidam's
diary in Kierkegaard's Stages on Life's Way, a dream about his father, King David, deeply
shakes Solomon's pride in being the son of a king of a chosen people. In December 1963,
Wat writes in his diary: "To be capable of writing I must feel myself son of a king, at the
very least. Just that, not a great writer, not a genius -- fortunately, since that sentiment is
alien to me."*® Both Solomon and King David appear in late Wat poems: Solomon in "An
Oxford Turtle,” which recalls his encounter with the Queen of Sheba, but presents his
wisdom as nothing but an arid scholasticism, powerless against evil and bloodshed. King
David, in the pair of uncollected Wat poems titled "To the Psalms,” speaks of his own
disgrace as a king who "sleeps with young girls" and is morally compromised in the eyes
of his own people. One way of understanding the story of Solomon's dream and its
consequences, for Kierkegaard (who characteristically does not deliver a judgment on
whether he thinks it is the right way), is that it shows to the adoring son not only that his
father is not as righteous as Solomon has thought, but that David's power as king is given
him as a punishment for secret guilt, not as a reward for virtue. Chosenness is not a blessing.
Kierkegaard says of his Solomon that admiration for his father King David had "made him
a poet,” but that a knowledge of his father's shame, his dividedness, made the son a thinker,
a wise man, "not a man of prayer" or a "believer".*’ Perhaps Wat's preoccupation with the

problem of evil and the ultimate impotence of the rational mind against it, which fill his

*® cited AWL 2.
*' Stages on Life's Way 252.
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work, began with his dream of his father. The story also relates to Wat's preoccupation with
Jewishness, with lineage, genealogy, and the early revolutionism -- literary and political
-- which, if it did not set Wat against his own very tolerant father, put him in open conflict
with his father's generation. The scholar Adam Dziadek has suggested that when Wat
created his poet's name, cutting "Chwat" down to "Wat," it was both a form of self-
castration and an act of patricide.*®
Fallen or degraded fathers and kings of various sorts loom large in the late poems

-- David, Prospero ("Ode IlI), Saul ("To the Book of Kings I"), Phorbas and Kennedy
("Take a harp™), Jerzy Giedroyc ("A King and a King's Dreams") Sartre ("Philosopher"),
and countless old men (impotent but righteous) who pop up all over the place -- in a San
Francisco Social Security Office ("a Senate of neat poverty™), on a train, at the entrance to
a hotel, a "naked old Adam," an old man counting grains of sand; an old man falling asleep
after ravishing Delilah, even an aged Yahweh strolling in the Bois de Boulogne, looking
with failing eyes for someone to expel or curse, unable to find an Adam or a Cain, a little
like the abandoned, powerless Prospero in "Ode I". "An Oxford Turtle” mocks the vanity
of deriving moral status or identity from forefathers, from Biblical begats, while presenting
its protagonist's desperate need for communion with his forebears as legitimate,
particularly in the face of the depredations of more recent history. David in "To the Psalms"
asks: "Who is righteous when the paths are gone?" The late poems also return again and

again to the the idea of clinging to sensual memory (sometimes historical, sometimes

*8 Cited in Jakub Skurtys, "Brakuj*ca cz)$" historii (literatury)" (A Missing Part of (Literary) History),
Wielog"os, Krakow 2015. The cut can just as plausibly be seen as an self-defining editorial act, turning a
daredevil (chwat in Polish) into a lightbulb (wat in Polish meaning watt).
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organic, physical) where moral hierarchy and intellectual order have broken down. For Wat
the clash of contradictory impulses, or what Kierkegaard calls "duplexity,” is at the heart
of modern poetry.

In "Letter to the Reader" in Stages on Life's Way, Kierkegaard writes that the hero
of his story is "a demoniac character in the direction of the religious -- that is, tending
toward it." There are few whose character fits this description as well as Aleksander Wat,
with his lifelong obsession with devils and demonology and his unfulfilled striving for
religious faith. Kierkegaard is the one philosopher to whom Wat returned throughout his
life without disenchantment. Early on in My Century, in a passage not included in the
English-language edition of the book, Wat describes his early philosophical reading: "I had
read the whole of the Symposium collection, but | was particularly taken by the Seducer's
Diary, when | was very young, maybe seventeen... | was into Kierkegaard and I read
Either/Or."* The philosopher's name comes up repeatedly in his notebooks, diary, letters
and conversations not only as an important thinker for him personally but as the kind of
philosopher he felt Poland as a country and culture desperately needed: one who could see
the spiritual life as a battlefield (Wat likens him to Pascal and Dostoevsky in this regard)
rather than a stage for maudlin sentimentality or Jesuitical disputation. On a more personal
level, Kierkegaard's use of dreams and multiple voices in his philosophical writings is a
support for Wat's own belief in dream as a source of poetic truth, and the poet's task as

disentangling truth from many contrary voices. Wat cannot follow Kierkegaard's view of

*¥ The "Symposium" collection was a series of philosophical texts (including a selection of Kierkegaard)
published in twenty-one volumes in Lvov between 1909 and 1915.
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poetry as an art which cannot have the "duplexity” of philosophy: "Poetry would never be
able to comprehend the death of Socrates."*® Wat thought that modern poetry had no choice
but to be philosophical, dialectical, though he questioned deeply the command "Know
thyself" cited by Socrates from the Delphic oracle: "Socrates's mistake was that he took for
an axiom what could only be a working hypothesis, "Know thyself," a point of departure
for a long series of literary and philosophical works, exercises and spiritual adventures.
After all, there is no doubt that to know oneself (and thus to evaluate, and thus to judge,
it's not physics, here knowing means evaluating) is a fundamental pure impossibility. And
if there was a place for some new theory of knowledge, it could only be one that took this
impossibility as its basic premise."*

Wat's autobiographical writings, poetry and prose, play with a set of impulses -- to
console and heal, to chronicle and testify, to confess and expiate -- that may complement
and connect but can also conflict with each other. The scholar Gérard Conio argues that
both in his poems and prose, Wat's search for the boundaries of a self tends to fly off in all
directions, to devolve into rhetorical digressions and evasions that are a flight from what
Wat himself called (after Pascal) his own "moi haissable".>* There is another way to
understand Wat's stubborn struggle with himself and history, however, one less concerned
with assimilating him to a theory of deconstruction. If one takes Stages on Life's Way as a

rough guide, the modes of self-healing, historical testimony, and repentance in Wat's late

writings may correspond loosely to Kierkegaard's three “existence-spheres,” the aesthetic,

*0 Stages 418.

*! Diary 251.

%2 »Aleksander Wat ou l'autobiographie comme exorcisme,” G. Conio, in Le Courrier du Centre
International d'Etudes Poétiques, no. 189, pp. 5-17 (1991)
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ethical and religious, which relate to each other in complex, dynamic ways. Wat sought a
resolution to these tensions in his writings, and if he did not achieve that resolution as a
man, it may have been because he simply ran out of strength. The synthesis he attained as

a poet must be judged on its own merits.

The esthetic sphere is the sphere of immediacy, the ethical the sphere of
requirement (and this requirement is so infinite that the individual that the
individual always goes bankrupt), the religious the sphere of fulfillment, but, please
note, not a fulfillment such as when one fills an alms box or sack with gold, for
repentance has specifically created a boundless space, and as a consequence the

religious contradiction: simultaneously to be out on 70,000 fathoms of water and
Il53

yet be joyful.

It is easy to fix on the historical and spiritual drama in Wat's poetry and forget that
he started out as a poet of aesthetic delight and sensual exuberance, and that flashes of
erotic energy occur even in some of his most despairing, death-ridden poems. The opening
poem of Ciemne !wiecid"o, "Bookkeeping" offers a vision of childhood in which life's
riches are freely given and the self is in harmony with the natural world; the only journey
yet experienced is that of one day unfolding a myriad sensual discoveries, a journey toward
evening, to the garden of the Hesperides, where like the garden in the poem that follows,
everything is "in sweet accord.” In the sphere of immediate experience, memory exists only

as a chase after butterflies. This experience cannot justify a life or redeem a soul, but it can

>3 Stages 476.
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provide a refuge, a temporary consolation even in the most abject suffering. This realm is
in Wat's poetry associated with sleep, water and music, and with all that is beautiful, alive,
and sensuous in language. The poem "I sat in the bulrushes,"” takes its joyous tone not only
from the natural scene, from the river and the sight of dragonflies, but as we learn in a diary
passage, from the word "szklarz," dragonfly, which for Wat is the embodiment of the
beauty of Polish and a link to what he describes in My Century as the "arch-poem™ of being:

The unsurpassed masterpiece of laconism in Polish poetry was Stefan
Napierski's poem "Szklarz". Nothing more. One word, but packed with so much
poetic content. An essence/extract of all that is lovely in the Polish tongue, its
original phonetics. The rich "aureole™ of connotations, so many senses and images:
"szklarz" the dragonfly, a beautiful insect, and "szklarz" the glazier with his heavy
tackle on his back, and the glassmaker, the wandering vendor of the courtyard, of
whom Proust wrote so entrancingly in La Prisonniere, and glass blown out like
soap bubbles by an effort of human breath, and “szklarz™ as in a glass holding wine

and giving off an Aeolian tone, and so many other beautiful things."**

In "Ode I11," Wat identifies as an aesthete's mistake his early Dada attempt to make speech
"consubstantial” with the world, reducing language to nonsense --"tyu tyu tyam tyam," but
still manages to convey the exhilaration of the enterprise and the urge to marry word with
world; perhaps it is a lasting human urge, and the gap between language and reality is
discovered only in maturity to be tragic. In "Departure of Antaeus,” the elements of erotic
beauty, childhood, water, and "noble speech™ are connected in a search for a refuge from

time's storms associated at one point with the hope Wat attached to the imminent departure

%D 274.
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to a promising, exotic yet still presumably friendly "amica America™ in 1963. The goddess
Aphrodite appears in her guise as Anadyomene, or rising from the sea, as she does in "Ode

I." She returns again in the lovely "Hymn," a poem that asserts the power of sensual

memory, above all smells -- the wild smell of violets," "the aroma of fresh hay," "essence
of young pine,” -- to transcend historical time; fragrances form a territory with its own
"ratified borders,” independent of the jurisdiction of blood ties and family legacies
(including slavery, the Roman "yoke" of the Jews).

In "Letter to the Reader,” Kierkegaard suggests that suffering itself can be only of
limited interest to the aesthete, and Wat's "Hymn" accordingly presents death in aesthetic
terms, as "the decay of rainbow bodies you drove from the desert over the Arals...”. In the
prison poem "Evocation,"” the reaction to external pain or threat is flight into a dream world,
an underwater psychic world (in Wat's account in My Century, it is centered on a fantasy
of returning to visit Ola that he indulged every night in Zamarstynow jail in the fall of
1939). In "From Hesiod," Golden Age man is visited by angels who share a conflictless
world of groves and streams and beasts (like the angels with fishing rods in "I sat in the
bulrushes™), and all go to their death with a "light step,/with a smooth brow/as into calm
water, as into a deer's dream.” Wat evokes this image of a deer in his diary: "I went to
play... in the Saxon Garden, in the Rau playground, but the kids boycotted me: a dark-

haired boy with dark, melancholy eyes, protruding ears. A Jewboy.> So my games were

imaginary. When | was in a good mood, | identified with deer. I'd seen them in Ciniselli's

*® The Polish word that Wat uses here, "+ydek," uses the diminutive form of the word for Jew to show
scorn and revulsion; Wat uses the word elsewhere in his writings to describe a common Polish attitude.
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circus. And in picture books, as Biblical emblems. In the wooden hut at Sukkot with the

roof that could open and close and smelled of wild grass, and on its walls were painted

nb6

Renaissance fruits in baskets and all sorts of animals.">® When he narrates the story to

Milosz in My Century he is more precise: "And inside that little pavilion, that little room
in the courtyard there were naive paintings of fruits, flowers and Biblical symbols for
animals, a bestiaire. So of course there was a lion, there was a deer. And somehow in my
childhood | got attached to that deer, | identified with it.">’

But both in the prose and when Wat invokes the same occurrence in "Dreams from
the Shores of the Mediterranean,” the fantasy of being a deer, a pure and angelic being, is
marred by ugly incidents: a Polish priest calling Aleksander "Beilis," after a contemporary
Jewish boy subjected to blood libel, and a memory of mocking a young Talmud scholar

whose mother lay ill on a bed in a room Wat merely passed by as a child:

...In a window open to summer
fragrance, to an array of lilies and of chestnut trees in bloom
a boy was sitting. He wore a skullcap,
his black eyes stared nowhere. | remember,
the deer mocked, he said something so mocking
that the child withdrew into the room,
offended.
Inside there was a bed, on it a form
absolutely horizontal (as somewhere in Rembrandt).
That deer, what did he know? He was a passerby on this earth
of the settled.”®

*°D 289.

" MW.| 376-77.

*® Translated from P 106; WTS (67) has "stag” for "jelel." A passerby on this earth/of the settled" echoes
the description of Cain: "a fugitive and a vagabond shalt thou be in the earth.” (Genesis 4:12)
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He tells Milosz in My Century that he was left after this event with a tremendous sense of
having violated a sacrum, committed a wrong "in the grip of wanting to leave Jewishness
behind at all costs," which came back to haunt him later in life (including in Zamarstynow)
as an example of an unforgivable transgression. Something like this association of careless
dance with indifference to suffering surfaces in Wat's untitled poem (33) about Christ's
disciples at Gethsemane escaping into dreams, water, dance and erotic desire.

The kind of remembering in the deer passage differs from the blissful sensual
memory of childhood in being reflective; as Wat says prison taught him, "poetry without
reflection is empty, just word games, and reflection without poetry is blind, its bearings
lost.” Remembering something shameful along with the loveliness of the setting is the kind
of labor Kierkegaard calls recollection: an effort to see life whole, to tell it "in one breath™.
Recollection is "strenuous and conscientious in a way completely different from
indiscriminate memory." "Recollection’s bookkeeping is a curious thing,"” curious because
it requires forgetting as much as remembering, because it involves sifting the essential from
the inessential, it requires one to forget as much as to recall. *° If one reads Wat's poem
"Bookkeeping™ in this light, what seemed a straightforward arc from youth to age is an
effort to weigh guilt, or, in the economic metaphor of the poem, the debt owed. Ethics kick
in only with time and reflection. The Polish scholar Marta Baron-Milian has written
extensively on links between literature and economy in Wat, about his use of metaphors of

debt and restitution, bankruptcy and redemption, but does not mention that Wat may have

*° Stages 10-11.
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adopted the set of metaphors from Kierkegaard.®® Bookkeeping begins when beauty meets
duty, or the aesthetic sensibility meets the incontrovertible demands of ethics, when the
appetites indulged suddenly have to be paid for.

Wat's reckoning takes varied forms, one of which is the trope of a violated Eden
(sometimes very much like the Polish countryside in 1939, a homeland invaded), and
another a fake Arcadia, like the one Wat found in Northern California, on the Pacific which
turned out not to be pacific at all, but a source of cold hard winds and relentless fogs that
exacerbated Wat's illness. In contrast with the South of France, where Wat had found
fulfillment of cultural and personal hopes in the creative outpouring of the Mediterranean
Poems, California turned for him (after a short respite) from a similar hoped-for haven to
an "inauthentic" or fake paradise in a country of slick careerists and abandoned "losers,"
where his health deteriorated and he came to depend on strong opioid medications that
dulled his intellect. He also came to feel morally bankrupt because he failed to deliver on
promises made to the foundation that sponsored his research stay at Berkeley. The poems
Wat wrote about and in California often refer to the sense of culpable indebtedness, of
loserdom, which in his diary he finally seemed to embrace as his fate; instead of a king's
son or a proud descendent of Rashi, he is like one of the old men he sees filling the waiting
room of a Social Security Administration office in San Francisco, one of the respectable
but pitiable poor washed up at the foot of the Statue of Liberty. Whereas Wat's Paris

prostitutes inhabit a cultural-imaginative space associating them as much with the Biblical

% M. Baron Milian, Wat plus Vat. Zwi&zki literatury i ekonomii w twérczolci Aleksandra Wata (Wat plus
VAT: Relationships between Literature and Economy in the Work of Aleksander Wat; 2016)
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whore of Babylon as with the seedier arrondissements on the Seine, where "little Delilah™
gives history lessons, the druggie hooker of North Beach does nothing but laugh and weep
and walk back and forth in a tearful haze, angling for the next client of the night. For Wat,
as for many European poets, California is a realm without history, and the suffering that
occurs there he tends to present as natural evil, a form of inevitable decay and dissolution;
there is desolation but no self-consciousness and therefore no tragedy in it. It is in
California that Wat sees in the mirror nothing but a "skeleton covered with skin," though
at the time he arrived he was only sixty-three. By contrast, in the similar mirror-poem
"Before a Weimar Self-Portrait of Direr,” written in the mid-fifties, there is still a whisper
of relief, when hope "makes itself heard, like a bird at night."®*

The only refuge that remained when Wat exhausted his hopes of a physical recovery
or geographical haven was the gaze of his wife, whose "eyes of love" in several poems
prove for him “stronger than death,” and stronger than pain. In Kierkegaard's Stages,
marriage is the paradigm for the ethical life, an existence that moves beyond the realm of
immediate appetites to a freely accepted bond of time. Wat reflects in his diary at some
length on marriage as a sacrament, recalling the idea of the Russian philosopher Rozanov
(to whom Jozef Czapski had introduced him, Wat bemoaned, “too late™) for a wedding
celebration which would include inside the church where vows were made a bed where
they were consummated. Wat's poem "Bride" is only one of a number of poems in which

Wat's marriage is sacralized. But every occasion for celebrating his wife's face, eyes,

tenderness leads back to the realm of obligation, and stirs a sense of guilt over being a

L \WTS 18.
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burden, and as in the "Last Poem (11)" of 1966 -- which turned out not to be quite the last -
- over his broader failings and transgressions as a male of the species. Even his marriage
cannot save him from the conviction that his ethical shortcomings in the larger sphere,
where his life touched on history, politics, social ties and loyalties, are irredeemable.
Wat's unfinished text, "Bucolic Epic" floats the idea that history began with the first
murder. This piece -- half-poetry, half-prose, and described by one of its translators, Frank
Vigoda, as a "first-class midrash™ -- is narrated by Cain himself, whom we encounter in the
published poems only through the fawning eyes of his widow in "On a Walk".®* As Ola
cannot save Wat, however, Cain's wife's love cannot save him from his own reckoning with
guilt. He offers several justifications for his killing of his brother, among them the
suggestion that because his offering of the fruits of the earth was refused, he had to offer a
blood sacrifice, because God won't accept any other; the implication is that God taught
Cain to kill. He eventually accepts his guilt but cries out at his punishment: the wandering,
the mark which condemns him to live. "Bucolic Epic" confusedly but unmistakably
connects the mark of Cain, God's command that Cain should not be killed, with Wat's own
intermittent longing for death: not being allowed to die, enduring in agony, was the form
of his punishment for being what Milosz in one poem famously called "a helper of death™.
The poem "A Report on the Night from October 29 to 30, 1964" ends: "Almighty, let me
die here and now./ He won't". The illness that caused him a level of pain that became

impossible to bear was, he claimed, "diabolical in origin”. The moral taint Wat associated

62 "Midrash Cain: A Pastoral Poem," F. Vigoda, Modern Poetry in Translation 18, 2001. | have translated
Wat's title, "Poemat bukoliczny” literally as "Bucolic Epic," because Wat in his preface poem comments on
the contradiction contained in it.
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with Communism is palpable in "On a Walk," where the sons of Cain are put to work
mining gold like Soviet prisoners in Kolyma, and more explicitly in "Biography,” where a
Soviet Oedipus, after participating in a patricidal Revolution ends his days on a pension in
the Crimea.®® If the history of Wat's Communist engagement is shown only obliquely in
Ciemne !wiecid"o, it is partly because he seems to have considered prose the proper form
for political reflections, and during the years in which the poems were written, he also
gathered notes and drafts toward a prose book on the subject. The Diary records that he at

times broke off, disgusted by the vileness of the very words required to analyze it:

Communism. So bloody a thing, but also so trivial, so that when two years ago |
embarked on the reading of documents from the Twenty-Second Party Congress, |
got persistent eczema over my whole body. The words *““communism,” “Stalin,”
“Lenin,” or “Khrushchev,” ““class war,” etc., etc., are themselves loathsome,
criminally vulgar; even the millions of tombs and the vast power that grew from
them do not lend this thing any stature. Even the martyrdom of millions ennobles
nothing in it, any more than mutilations suffered randomly in a gang fight would.
Common moral hygiene commands one to shy away from this subject matter. But
I, a poet for better or worse, and thus justified in my existence by sublimation, 1
have to write about it. (November 17, 1964)%

In Wat's assaults on the monumental problem, two aims repeatedly clash: the desire to give

a truthful account of the history and meaning of Communism, and the desire to cleanse

% The plot of "Biography" bears a striking resemblance to Zbigniew Herbert's poem "Jonah," written
around the same time, in which the prophet, fleeing his divine mission, ends up dying in a remote town
"under an assumed name...and the balm of the legend/does not take to his flesh.” (Collected Poems 182-
83.)

* D 244
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himself of the guilt he felt by having associated with it, a crime for him embodied in the
"corpus delicti” of the party-directed Literary Monthly he had edited before the war, and
punished in the form of his pain sickness, which condemned him to live while not being
able to feel at home anywhere, even in his own body. The factual lapses in My Century,
commented on by many critics, even disputed by some of the individuals mentioned in the
book, may be due not only to the fallibility of memory but also to this psychic division.®®
Ethical reflection yields one memory, that of comradeship and even heroism in
Zamarstyndw prison; the need for purification and penance creates another, in which the
prisoner is isolated from everyone, including God ("Evocation™). The final aim seems to
lie beyond both consolation on the one hand and reflection on the other: in the terms of
Simone Weil, whose writings were important to both Wat and Milosz (who translated her),
the aim is to use contradiction to open up a void where grace might enter.®

One of the factors involved in Wat's selection of poems for Ciemne !wiecid"o is
whether a poem does more than recording sensual experience (pain or pleasure) or ethical
judgment (on himself or others). One uncollected poem, "Sentimental Kitsch,” is a
contemptuous criticism of the Parisian infatuation with Stalin, as is Wat's (also uncollected)
attack on Sartre, "Philosopher”; both are deft but one-sided, facile. A short fragment in the
uncollected "Whispers on Tape" sequence mentions the "monstrousness” that took place at
the Writers' Union in Warsaw, but this too is an oblique reference to his personal

experience in Stalinist Poland in a poem left out of the main book. "A Trifle on Poetry..."

% Most recently, Lukasz Krzy(anowski in Ghost Citizens: Jewish Return to a Postwar City (Harvard
University Press 2020) relates the story of the Kamer family, described warmly by Wat in My Century but
without mention of the leading role the head of the family played in the anti-passportization campaign.

% Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace 16-18 (London: Routledge, 2002).
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makes a brisk inventory of philosophical and theological stances from Christian heresies
to Lenin and Bukharin, but it doesn't consider any of them worthy of a poem. The poem
dismisses the aesthetic quarrels of Wat's youth (""Skamander versus Przybo$") as irrelevant,
and dwells on the Napoleonic dictum "Politics is Fate" only in order to put on record a
disgust with "the rotten corpse of politics.” The poem then suddenly finds itself on a strange
flight course with pilot-author Saint-Exupéry, trying to decide, on the wing, which of a
flickering vista of lights will see it safely home - which philosophical lights will lead the
poem astray, and which are reliable signposts to safety.

Of the poems responding to historical events, "Take your lute,” written after the
assassination of John F. Kennedy in November 1963 (in the Diary Wat calls it his "first
occasional poem") offers a prophetic gloss on the "death of a king" which is tonally a world
apart from Wat's diary reflections on the meaning of Kennedy's death. The diary records
Wat's thinking about the link between Lee Harvey Oswald and Cuban Communists,
between Oswald's time in Moscow and his ideological motives. The poem portrays the
murder of a political leader as the sign of moral taint or degeneration in the polis, the city
being here personified as it is in the Hebrew prophetic books as a "harlot.” In Isaiah 23:16,
the Biblical verse to which Wat's poem purports to be an "annotation," the city is Tyre, but
the poem extends the frame of reference to Greece, where the mythical murderous King
Phorbas is overthrown by Apollo. In an essay titled "Nine Drafts toward a Portrait of Joseph
Stalin,” Wat connected the story of Phorbas, who made garlands from the heads of

vanquished strangers to hang on trees, with Stalin, whom he sees doing the same, if there
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weren't in the twentieth century simply "too many strangers and not enough trees on the
estate."®’

Poetry can bring the historical (or the legendary) face to face with the absolute, as
in the Bible's prophetic books. But the problems involved in translating modern history
into prophetic speech are many, and Wat does not go about it everywhere in the same way.
He declares Jonah "his" prophet (in "Ode II"), "stuck™ amid prostitutes and lowlifes in
Paris, perhaps having in mind Jonah's anger when God refrains from destroying the wicked
of Nineveh (and insisting it is better for him to die than to live). Wat also speaks of the
present in "To the Book of Jonah,” imagining himself working with black stevedores in
San Francisco, his fingers interlaced with theirs hauling in the nets, himself the weakling
among them, an outcast among outcasts, the whale waiting for him in the bay, like doom.
Why does Wat identify so strongly with Jonah? Most obvious as a point of affinity is
Jonah's status as one cast off yet miraculously preserved; in that sense, Jonah is the Cain
of the prophets. There are Jonah's repeated attempts at seeking refuge in the depths of ship,
sea, sleep and death, which may strike a chord with Wat, whose imaginative refuges are
similar.®® There is Jonah's flight from God, and from his mission to call the inhabitants of
a corrupt city to order. There are other reluctant prophets, starting with Moses, as noted by
Biblical scholar André Neéher, and including Jeremiah: "Then | said, I will not make
mention of him, nor speak any more in his name.” (Lam 20:9); but perhaps none is as

recalcitrant as Jonah, who is disobedient twice and twice declares that it would be better

°" ADH 289.

%8 »Au premiers mot de Dieu, Jonas prend la fuite...Jonas fuit d'abord sur un navire qui prend la mer; puis il
descend dans la cale du navire; il s'enfonce ensuite dans le sommeil, lorsque tout autour de lui s'agite et
prie; il aspire enfin a la plongée derniére dans la tempéte de I'océan.” A. Néher 293.
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for him to die than to live, a thought Wat mines extensively throughout his late poems.
Gerard Conio finds traces of an apophatic tradition in Wat's autobiographical writings, both
in his flights or digressions from the ostensible subject (himself and the guilt of
Communism) and his distrust of language to perform the act of purification (or exorcism
of devils) that he considers necessary to save his soul.®®

Wat portrays his own behavior in the Soviet Union, especially his political
equivocations once he had fled to Lvov, his maneuvering (in and out of jail) in order to
survive both Nazi and Soviet invasion, as a flight from the duty to speak the truth about
Stalinism, redeemed only partially by his courageous stand in Ili in 1943, demanding a full
account (in writing, though it turned out to be possible, in My Century, only as oral
testimony, a fact which is itself highly significant). He also carried a burden of guilt over
having escaped the storm of death between 1939 and 1945 in which the vast majority of
Polish Jews were destroyed. However, the process of trying and failing to write a novel
about the Nazi regime, Lot's Flight, told him that was not his task or his subject: he had not
lived it "on the skin™.

Wat's rejects the Freudian theory of a "flight into illness,” which ascribes to the
suffering patient an unconscious desire to gain some advantage from being ill, and sees in
psychosomatic or neurotic illness a defensive reaction to an unbearable reality. Wat saw in
his illness, on the contrary, a reminder of that unbearable reality, and he found in his

chronic pain new lessons about language and the proper task of poetry. It was not enough

to say, as he did in My Century, that in his avantgarde delusion about what the Futurist

% Conio 9.
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ideologue Marinetti called "words at liberty” ("liberating” words from their conventional
meanings) he had forgotten the ethical "weight" of words, to be located as his cellmate
Dunayevsky located it, in the roots and history of each word, their ties to specific historical
communities and circumstances. In his reflections on pain and language Wat went a step
further, concluding that although pain's most obvious consequence was speechlessness,
inarticulability, the destruction of imagination, a poet could (and should) use pain as an
instrument of compassion. He discovered that speech demanded "its pound of flesh."™ In
his poems he was at times able to turn his pain into a lever or an amplifier for a rhapsodic,

Whitmanian sympathy that embraced animals and all of the natural world:

To be in the skin, in every one, in every skin of everyone, in yellow,
white, black, brown skin and skin flayed from the flesh;

from the skin -- | cried -- let us begin, o reformers! or rather: o mortals! in
the holy -- I cried -- covenant of "I : Thou" that was ordained for us;

and so nothing that is of the skin was alien to me, nothing of its perishable
matter, ruined by time and violence, nothing of its indestructible energy. Pure,
despite its erosions and disgraces.

And so lightly I wore Asias of skin, continents of skin, always on the run,
always in a dance, a quicklegged member of Hermes' retinue, of the god Shiva
and of Eros, and the god with the inverted torch.

| fled into the skin when Vileness and Crime came into my path; also, in
their wretched wake, Death Done to Others. Also when the awful terror of
existence suddenly stood in my path.

° Conio 16.
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In filthy prisons and hospitals | was always with you in the skin, still in
sympathy through the skin, in symphony, in simultaneous suffering with the
suffering of your skins.

This view of pain is, paradoxically, what drew Wat to Christianity and what divided him
from it. Wat said once he felt no guilt over his conversion, no sense of having betrayed his
Jewish origins. He says he thinks of Christianity as "a Jewish religion,” and of Christian

compassion as a "Jewish quality".

Anima naturaliter christiana is probably a Jewish quality, maybe exclusively
Jewish? There's a logic to the fact that Christ was born into a Jewish family. And
Dostoevsky himself, isn't he a ““judaizing’ Russian, isn't compassion (sympathy!)
of Jewish origin? The Greeks felt pity, the Greeks identified with tragic heroes,

but did they feel compassion?™

But Wat also said repeatedly that what kept him from becoming a Christian was the voice
of his father(s) calling "Remember,” as it does from the rubble of the Chwat home in
Warsaw in one of his most personal late poems (oddly not included in his posthumous
collection), an elegy for his Catholic nanny. Anusia Mikulak had taken Wat to church with
her when he was a child, and he had longed to be an altar boy, which was a little like his
deer fantasy, a dream of angelic being. However, he always rejected all of the many (and
to him fascinating) sectarian arguments for the resurrection in the flesh. Toward the end of

his life the only afterlife, the only redemption he could honestly imagine for himself was a

D 239.
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resurrection in the Book, an image in "Ode 111" that is both a horrible reminder of the Nazi

desecration of Jewish bodies and an ultimate gesture of solidarity.

So only the skin, only the naked skin, for what else do I possess? | leave to my
heirs, with the humble request to you, brothers, that you tan it and make it a cover for my
poems,

which, ugly or comely, good or evil, brothers, from that exalted and that ravaged,
burnt, wounded skin of a sacrificial calf, one that dies without purpose, long long very
long before it sees the blind gleam of the butcher's blunt knife.

Wat recorded in a notebook that he had been born dead.”? A midwife forced me to
live by slapping my behind."”® The finale of "Ode 111" indicates that he also felt he had
outlived his own death and that his continuing sacrifice or penance was "without purpose™.
At the time of his death, insofar as anyone can know, he had accepted his place on the
absolute edge of Judaism, a precarious place demarcated with precision in the poem "On
Good Friday," which perhaps inevitably begins at midnight. The use of the word "return”
may evoke the concept of teshuvah in Judaism, the return to God and the religious
community made possible by full repentance. In Stages on Life's Way, Kierkegaard
describes "the language of immediacy™ as being rich in vowels, easily pronounceable, and
"the language of inclosing reserve™ as one that works in silence or "places four or six

consonants before a vowel".” No European language fits this description more closely than

Polish, which (as Wat himself liked to point out) distributes its vowels very

2 AWL 2.
"% Poem 64, Whispers on Tape (I1).
™ Stages 427.
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parsimoniously. Read alongside his Diary without Vowels, his late poems are texts seeking
to take "inclosing reserve," Kierkegaard's prerequsite for the true life of the spirit, to its
logical end: a contradictory silence, inviting another's breath -- whether God's or a reader's

-- to give them voice and life.

On Good Friday, when the bells toll midnight

| step away from the altar. I quit the gathering of the faithful,

their sweet converse of saints is not for me. They'll start looking for me

on Holy Saturday and Palm Sunday, and then on Fat Thursday

--with knives-- among those whom a respectable old lady

(the one who threw brushwood onto Hus's pyre)

saw sticking needles in the Holy Host.

I want to return to the Wailing Wall barefoot, over sharp rocks.

That is my place. If only I'd never left it.

I might just run off on the road to Emmaus. If I could lay my stiff
fingers

in the wounds of Man. Those truly will never heal. Ever.

The rest is silence.
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1
Bookkeeping

When | was a child, everything was a gift to me. A gift

of my mother, my father, of the sky, the grass, of passers-by.

The tree gave me shade, a free gift, when the heat oppressed.

When | woke in summer, heaven bestowed light on my eyes.

The snow whitened me, sacred, given. And the wind wafted

echoes of bliss, the bliss of mountains, bliss of wood groves,

bliss of clouds and waters. And girls' smiles healed the night's
sorrows. Every day | set out. To the Garden of the Hesperides,

the journey freely given. So | thanked the heavens, parents, grasses,
wind, echoes, and girls and nights for all these lavish gifts.

Even now, when I'm sinking like a rock, from the darkness on high

a pair of powerful hands pulls me up. And orders me to sail, gratis.
So | sail.

And sailing down a sewer, under dark vaults, | draw up my accounts.
I have paid. For everything. With my body and with my soul.

For heavens, wind, stanza forms, girls' smiles, even for the cruel hands
that will not let me sink down to the bottom. It's true,

the loan-shark’s fees have mounted so high | won't pay them off
until the Last Judgment... And, sailing under the black vaults,

and following the reflection of the boatman on the black waters,

his efforts, so steady, the strokes of his black oars,

I think with a shrinking heart of the pains that still await me.

Palma, Christmas 1966
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Snakes and damselflies in sweet accord
in our back yard.

Gathered to Heaven, poverty and praise
in a tender embrace.

Hush of the desert, voice of the ocean
bring sleep to my coffin,

and already my wife's cry
is turned to a lullaby.

85
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Lumen Obscurum

Plato ordered us to be cast out

from the City under Wisdom's rule.

In an Ivory Tower (of human bones)
today the Astrologer sits and weighs
the stars' conjunction with planet Mars,
with the Oeconomia of woe and squalor.
Darkness is falling and now Minerva
dispatches her owls to the Oracle.
Plato ordered me to be cast out

in a night without light's Philosophers.
The flowers breathe with happiness,

a cloud is fragrant with warm rain,

I hear my steps sound in the hush,

I go, but where, | do not know.

Plato ordered me to be cast out

from a City under the Ogre's rule.

Suppose, then, that a man whose wisdom enabled him

to become multifarious and imitate everything were

to arrive in person in our city and want to give

a performance of his poems...we would...send him away

to another city. But, for our own benefit, we would employ

a more austere and less pleasant poet and storyteller ourselves
-- one who would imitate the speech of a good person

and make his stories fit the patterns we laid down

at the beginning, when we undertook to educate our soldiers.

Plato, The Republic, 111, 398 A.

[November 6, 1963]
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| sat in the bulrushes

on the ""wider's banks, my eye

catching the dragonflies'

intricate flight

when an Angel knelt down
Vis-a-vis

and cast a golden line

into the stream of silver fish.

I raised my brow to the clouds,

to the pink torn between clouds,

and there, patient angels
awaited

their turn, and in each angler's
hand

a rod with a bronze hook:

for the fishes' element? for me?
for me? perhaps for me?
If only for me! I cried.

And in my bulrushes,
dragonflies were glazing, glazing
the pink broken by the garnet

of airy watery rock
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At night, always at the selfsame hour

a visitor, always the same one, wakes me.

Faithful, he sits on the bed, like Phryne
naked, so | see through to his core.

The day is in rags, a servant to squalor,
at night we are lit by the sky's radiance;
and Phryne says: days chase one another,
days that will soon make rags out of us.

Right. So I am to market with Phryne,
to stand there, waiting for day to rise.

A day that may serve squalor, Phryne,
a day that will be a divestment of rags.
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Why do they say she died?

She lives, beyond the horizon. In golden wood
they carved her a tomb. Unnecessary. A baldachim
of sheer gauze will shield her

from the inclement time of year.

At times the Jewish princess dances in praise, or
gazes into a golden mirror, in which the far depths
reflect her tomb, carved in golden wood,
unnecessary.
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My brothers' ash, a clutch so scant

it will fit into the hollow of a hand.

Just one puff, and they will scatter
into a rainbow. A covenant. In air
that from here below, we execrate.
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He was a keeper of sheep in the Negev desert.

He kept them from the butcher's knife. This was known
in our kibbutzes. Where we used to dance rondeaus

and sing paeans. The amusements and riddles were many.
Our girls, under arms, chased after him with laughter

that burned like nettles. In the end he went to the city

and there ponders his death, having betrayed his sheep.
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The comrades ate from the golden plates, drank
from the silver cups left behind by Jews. He who
was wearing a cross said Kaddish, as it happened

to be Passover, for his father, the carpenter Joseph.
"Give him a prayer shawl, apikorsim," said someone,
probably pious Nikodemus. Who on earth would go
fetch a shawl? The comrades drank with centurions.
It was sunny and bucolic in the foothills

called the Mount of Death's Heads. Until suddenly,
darkness fell. Golden cups,

silver plates clattered from the table.

Naturally they didn't break.

That would be a shame of all those fine utensils.
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Since you know that they were intended for you,
receive these three crowns.

The iron one burns your brow. Then a leaden one
rankles the wound.

These you know already. Leave to the very end
the new one
made of thorns.

[Paris, December 1966]
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After the Battle

The battalions gone,
bumblebees renew their diligent flight.
Hidden in a weedy marsh, a deserter
bleeds. His white body is dappled
with shadow. Sunlight scorches
the landscape where the stiff corpse lies.
Quick-legged Acherontia atropos mothers
hurry their young. Blades of grass spattered
with drops of red make a rainbow.

Acacia leaves spread like soft bedding,

a hushed invitation to a well-deserved
rest. And overhead the acacia still glories
in the gold of this glorious autumn.

Its radiance raises from the dead

the lost autumns of our lives.
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Odes
I
for Roma and Simon
Now my charms are all o'erthrown
Tempest
| confess:

Deftly you sail among amphibolies, old helmsman with a brow of cracked marble, an eye
red from nocturnal vigils; Prospero, you need not choose between the mind's
amphibolies and death's asphodels, they are like two little sisters bending to your will.

When you return to the Palace you will draw a pentagram, chanting a magical hexameter.

But here, here beware of the reed in the bulrushes, as you sail here, beware of the reed
when, swayed by a touch of the breeze from the Tyrrhenian Sea,
thinks, singing; sings, thinking.

Beware also of vines, beware of the maiden daughters of the papyrus family, as they
wash the white feathers of dark shades in the Alphean stream at dawn.

And beware of birds: the bee-bird, clad in a prickly tunic, the butterfly-bird and the
spider- bird, when vibrating in the violin key of departure, it spins from a dead creature a
cocoon of spider threads; beware of the fish-bird and lizard-bird.

All this is background, you cry for the sake of your own peace.
I've seen this before - you muse in your dream - in a Japanese woodprint, for it
wouldn't have been in Bosch.

And you call Miranda. And Ariel. When Miranda doesn't appear, nor Ariel:
Only you, you call in a dark voice, Anadyomene, dark one, you stand implacable,
a column of pure gold at every estuary in the Delta, and with one blink of your eyelid
you turn us to radiant dust, to ash scattered in a dance on an Asia of slant
sunbeams before the sun suddenly dies.

Miranda has departed; Ariel, set free, has disappeared, and

only Prospero is left behind on the island (here
situated in the environs of Ortygia, Syracuse)
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Ode 11

For Jan Lebenstein

And what can | look back upon in the wasteland diaspora of your cities? When He has
already grabbed me by the neck and won't let go, and forces me into a panting trot to
where my eyes won't tear themselves away from the implacable Eye for all eternity.

Where will 1 find traces of our tribal encampments, our wells, our roads and crossroads,
our gates and cities, our oracles and pillories?

What was left of Ur, of Babylon, and what of Nineveh?

Sand has covered their savage splendor, their gods decomposed in the ossuaries of
museums, and their citizens, long since turned to dust, quaver in the sands, eternally.

Only the embittered longing of my heart remains,

and in the visible world of galut -- O disgrace! -- an unbroken message: in the foul-
smelling alleys of your rues de Beausire, bands of whores multiply in every generation,
they are -- O disgrace -- the only ancient civilizations;

only here has the unaging face of the Whore of Babylon endured, the gestures of the
priestesses of the Lady of Byblos, a Biblical prostitute on the street corners, and if a
battle-hot Median stood before her armed with quiver and bronze, she would lead him
into the hotel lobby just as she does the corner shopkeeper.

So in this desert of galut where | am perishing, day after day, | am washed up
-- O disgrace! --

in a foul dive, among pimps and hookers

and in their loathsome company | play that | am in my city

Nineveh,

at the time of my prophet,

Jonah.
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Ode 111
To Albert Vallette

With the skin | experienced Creation, full of gifts, welcoming surfaces, smiles of
light, fragrances and sounds, sweet to the senses. With the skin, | experienced Creation
from the first morning to the late evening, before nightfall, when it said to itself: "It is
good";

with the skin I communed with you, with the skin, which was my first geography
of brotherhood, as it was the first algorithm of tenderness;

with the skin, | tried every earthly thing, sunset and sunrise, the eternity of
moments between them, Eleatic space and the strength or weight of minutes heavy as a
mother's breasts, hills and dales, and every side of the world, and every suddenly
encountered angelic thing;

abandoning disputation | interrogated my God with my skin. And interrogated the
serpent. Also, created nature and every thing that is of her.

With the skin, I measured the uncounted dimensions of space-time, with the skin |
fathomed the flights of the young age and the falls of the age of failure.

To be in the skin, in every one, in every skin of everyone, in yellow, white, black,
brown skin and skin flayed from the flesh;

from the skin -- | cried -- let us begin, O reformers! or rather: O mortals! in the
holy -- I cried -- covenant of 1:Thou that was ordained for us;

and so nothing that is of the skin was alien to me, nothing of its perishable matter,
ruined by time and violence, nothing of its indestructible energy. Pure, despite its
erosions and disgraces.

And so lightly I wore Asias of skin, continents of skin, always on the run, always
in a dance, a quicklegged member of Hermes' retinue, of the god Shiva and of Eros, and
the god with the inverted torch.

| fled into the skin when Vileness and Crime came into my path; also, in their

wretched wake, Death Done to Others. Also when the awful terror of existence suddenly
stood in my path.
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In filthy prisons and hospitals | was always with you in the skin, still in sympathy
through the skin, in symphony, in simultaneous suffering with the suffering of your skins.

And with the skin I squirmed in the shallow bays of cities, in the jungles of
Natura naturata and in the sweet runes of promises of Natura naturans.

In the valleys of the skin I found peace and shade and | bathed it in living water
from a spring to which deer go to drink.

In skin, to put it briefly, was my joy. And my pride, when the sullen brain suckled
me on cyanide, to no end,;

when, vain, | promised myself that | would wring wisdom out of the prison cell of
the skull and spread it over the whole infinite yet so limited expanse of the skin, a gaia
scienza;

when, stupid, I made speech consubstantial with my skin, so it uttered nothing but
tyu-tyu-tyu tyam-tyam-tyam.

Now I am sewed up tight in my skin, imprisoned in my skin, my misfortune is in
my skin, a great great misfortune, though the brain stupefied in its old age has only just
started intoning the Hosanna of coexisting in God, Halleluia;

in the skin is my misfortune, my great great misfortune, in the skin burnt,
maimed, harrowed day after day by searing pain from the first morning through an
unending expanse of empty moments to the latest evening, and in the deadened outcrops
terrifying like the knifelike visions of awakenings.

True, hell was promised me long ago, but hasn't the promise been fulfilled too
soon - | ask you, lords who guard the scales - and against the accepted rules?

And it is nothing to me, Sower, that | have seen through you, and the
stubbornness of your work in man -- NB, we were called once, was it to train us? to show
us mercy? perhaps to mock us? the image and likeness of God.

So only the skin, only the naked skin, for what else do I possess? | leave to my
heirs, with the humble request to you, brothers, that you tan it and make it a cover for my
poems,

which, ugly or comely, good or evil, brothers, from that exalted and that ravaged,
burnt, wounded skin of a sacrificial calf, one that dies without purpose, long long very
long before it sees the blind gleam of the butcher's blunt knife.

April 1967
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Evocation
For Maria and Jézef Czapski

The show had ended, the audience was yawning,
the prompter winding his scarf around his throat.
Peasant carts drove into the square at Kolomyia;
the rumble of the tanks grew fainter in the road.

Don't give me tanks or peasant carts, don't make me
look into your wilderness of faces. Tearing up

our courtyards into wolf-ravaged wastelands,

the roar fills me with boredom, not with terror.

The audience has now dispersed, the show has ended.
My torturers, lock me away in a dark fortress.

No one will ever find me or know what happened,
Only the judas peephole is my witness.

The torturers locked me up in a dark theater
where | flail and cry in vain on an empty stage;
meanwhile, taking my Eurydice off to Siberia
the rumbling truck has long since died away.

In the prison yard, its smell of straw and hay
from the wooden peasant carts drawn by horses,
| too, will set off on my drunken way,

again frozen not by terror but by boredom.

2

There, coral twists, and women sleep like roses
and sky-eyed butterflies drink sweet nectar;
from slumber’s depths | wash up on stone shores
where blood mixes with the sweat of brothers.

(On eleven square meters, twenty-eight of us,
like a pod of seals squelched in a drowsy sea;
when keys clanked, we were shaken by a voice
like a whiplash, saying: Get up, Letter B.)
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When B...slips back into our lair, he raves:
"Make mincemeat out of him,"” and so it is
the butcher from O-S-O descends on us,

a knight of golden icons in a cloud of lilies

And the one most suffocated here, the poacher
from a Russian village, a flute-voiced gnome,
eye on deer tracks, ear to the wood's whispers,
here, this king of the forest hunts vermin alone.

O lice, my heart's own harpies, lousy creatures,
in a dream the soft pink flesh is your imago,
the gnome's flute-voice is your interrogator.
Confess, you louse, what Hitler made you do!

*

And 1 slip into the greenish pond of sleep,
freshwater underground, sirena hic canit.

When wretches sleep, a ruddy pock-marked Siren
watches, wakeful, over the dark world of night.

Make mincemeat out of him, my comrade raves;
blood runs down his thighs, history's law as salve.

Again | dive to play under the surface of sleep,
O whips, and sweat and lice, allow me my dream
of shimmering ribbons of fish among coral reefs...

But again the keys in the lock: W, get up.

3

Denying God and His Son, | worshipped only
the Holy Virgin of Piero della Francesca

and all of that turned out to be a mockery,
everything became a nightmare, a grotesque.

In a time of plague a shadowy swarm was born
in a deathly place; the tanks were manned by spiders.
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And in the hush now there is nothing but the sound
of the low informer spinning his web in a corner.

When you descended into the stench of our sweat,
blood and fear, summoned by faithful prayer,

I, denying you and the Holy Spirit,

walled up in pain, was dying in my corner.

| don't scorn prayer but I lack the capacity;

in this black corner | only tremble and weep,

a white light from Your fingers reached for me
though, blind with tears, my eyes refused to see.

In reward, | feel, for my many treacheries
you've set that crown of yours upon my brow
so | must endure the longest of all journeys
and neither chains nor exile wear me down.

And once again | cannot see or hear You.
But suddenly the breath of that echo stirs
when the wind wanders under the olive trees
and, dark, | wander among dark memories.

And once again | cannot hear or see You,

though the crown's thorns burn my aging pate,

I wander with the wind among the trees and visions,
when | come to face the end of my human fate.

So may | return to the gardens of my fathers

and you will cross, perhaps, my path to Emmaus
so that that I may lay my fingers in your sores,
my old fingers: blind, deaf and speechless.
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From the Cycle: Notes to Books of the Old Testament

16

To Isaiah

The Mountain of your Temple has not yet pierced the gums of earth
and yet tomorrow's peak is already restive: there the clouds

gather, fratricidal, and birds perish, struck by lightning.

Meanwhile we live in the ruins: it's dark, cold,

our hearts give a little warmth -- small, phlegmatic, but strong

-- the beasts! they give us no peace... Well, we'll survive this too,
the smith's gold will be taken away and the beggar's rags.

And in the barren coastland, ships from Tarsus ferry back and forth
with snakes and swords, red wigs, lutes and tents,

the orphaned spans of aqueducts and exotic parrots,

slaves from the desert and flies from the delta of rivers of desolation.
And once again the visionaries of lies load their cargo and ship it off,
the sailors of Tarsus.

And we? We here, underground,
naked, wait in the ruins, until we are carried off, to where
birds already die, fratricidal, and clouds gather, struck by lightning.
It will be a day of reckoning! Your House will shine white on the mountain.
And in it our stalls will grow to overflowing, and the harlot of the East
will stand at the foot of a pillar and with her defiant eye
will appraise those who enter and pass, their fluttering hearts
shrunken like money pouches.

Paris, May 1962
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To the Book of Jonah

My fate is that of Jonah. Hence the whale

moored at my dock. His time is measured

in galactic epochs, mine in a day-fly's instants.

I can but drag myself down to Fisherman's Wharf
before the sun sets. Before the sun rises,

I help hauling in the catch: I interlace my fingers,
white, with theirs, dark purple (they are Negroes).
Their hands -- sturdier than cedar. Mine bleed red,
pale red, into the salty green of the flood waters.
The lines are made of steel and the nets rip.

But the whale stays put, an oblong ocean island.
He has time. Time

works on him.
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To the Book of Kings |

And the evil spirit from the Lord was upon Saul,
as he sat in his house with his javelin in his hand:
and David played with his hand.

1 Sam 19:9

Who falls farther than a toppled king?

Flee before the countenance of a king in melancholy.
My throne was saved by a prophetic shepherd boy
whom my vengeance pursues in vain,

and it will be usurped by that cunning shepherd.

My javelin is powerless against his lute.

My love more squalid than my hate.

Praise shines on him and on me, disgrace.

Who falls farther than a disgraced king?

Not a time for regrets. Ruminations

run, ineffectual as a squirrel in a cage.

Ruminations on actions and dreams,

more repulsive in memory than they were when they were,
rotting snow pears of the tree of humiliation.

Who falls farther than a humiliated king?

Saul bent his brow under the weight of the crown.
The last chord drowns in the pool of a dream.
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19

*k%x

Take a harp, go about the city,

thou harlot that hast been forgotten. *
When a King is murdered, the shame
belongs to all. And the marks multiply
on our roofs.

Thou harlot that hast been forgotten,

O History of fleeting moments. A black sail
arrives from beyond the seas. A messenger
comes running, breathless. And signs multiply,
written in blood.

Blood flows in a stream from the spout
where Phorbas sits under an oak tree
and to a garland of crowned heads

he adds a new one.

-- | will take a harp, fly about the city,
burn incense at the gates, let the walls fall.

That no Plague take up a seat among us
on the empty throne.

* |saiah, 23, 16
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An Oxford Turtle
for K.A. Jele!ski
1 Kings 10:1

And when the queen of Sheba heard of the fame
of Solomon concerning the name of the Lord,
she came to prove him with hard questions.

On the eastern walkway of Magdalen College, a small
turtle thought for a long while before he answered

the question, working his jaw like a meccano: "That,
even | can't recall: I'm only two hundred and ninety-
three. But our family preserves the blessed memory

of a late ancestor who was present at the love bed

of the Queen of Sheba and your own great-grandfather.

On the riddles she is said to have posed him, our tradition
is silent. Sure: it all happened in a bordeaux bower

where not lanterns but gold shone -- from Tyre, of course.
My ancestor wasn't a learned turtle. Though respected,
indubitably..."

We shuffled after him, I, my beautiful wife,

and Adriana, our lovely guide.

We listened to the turtle with reverence. When he nodded off,
my wife would give his beak a tender rub

with her finger... This is why I've been knocking around
foreign lands!! At my time of life!

It so happens I'm writing my autobiography, collecting

data for the genealogy of our old clan. The turtle

was recommended to me by an English duke in Naples

in a waterfront dive over a bowl of pasta and a glass

of wine. ("That turtle, he said, was brought to Oxford

from Abyssinia by my great-great-grandfather, an admiral™).
And so the three of us listened to the turtle with the rever-
ence due to such an eminent associate of the univer-

sity. This time the pause was maddeningly

long, when suddenly, from behind a bush, young

laughter rung out, and a boat sailed by with a couple.
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Homely, the both of them. But my wife was captivated
by the laughter of the lovers. | need not add that,
tripping after the turtle and straining to hear what he
might see fit to tell us, we were bowed down so low
it would be more accurate to say we were on our knees.
Is that what they laughed at? Or was it their own love?
Or love in general? Enough about them.

"No sooner
had he rolled on his back than he asked: Now, tell me,
girl, what they say about me in your country? The Queen,
still in ecstasies, gasped: That you love wisdom --
and women. Wisdom? he parried. | won't deny it.
But women? Not entirely. | love Womanliness.

Again a pause fell. No laughter this time, but crying,
and a baby's crying, even weirder here than, say,
a drunkard braying in a church.

"And he was right,”
said the turtle after an interval. "No he wasn't!" cried
the charming Adriana, all blushes. She was well-
brought up, this the first time she'd ever interrupted
an elder. "He was right,” the turtle repeated, as if
he hadn't heard. "A great man should love only
universals: not grass - grassiness; not man - manliness;
assiness, not --."

I don't know if he finished, because
again Adriana spoke up, albeit without feeling.
"He who has never loved anyone, will not be loved."...
The turtle fell silent, for real this time; he'd taken
umbrage. No one had ever contradicted him here!
We had no flies or anything to smooth things over.
But my wife, who has a gift for winning the affections
of animals and children, massaged his jaw gently.
And so he spoke again, and more: he let rip.

"When Solomon clambered off the Queen the third time
he asked: Then what counsel does your people desire?
What do they want from me? A tiny nail -- the Queen

of Sheba replied -- from the smallest toe of Your foot.
You can take it - urged the King and handed her clippers
and she brought out from her bosom a golden cup
exquisitely crafted, by Hiram-Abi himself,

a gift the King gave her after their first night.

Its tight lid engraved with Astaroth's dread face...
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A brief cry, and blood spurted into the cup, the lid
clicked shut...
What happened next, our ancestor didn't say.
All this may have so worn him out, taxed his eyes,
his attention, that he dropped off. He was no scholar. Who
had learning then anyway?
"And what happened to the cup?!

The cup?!" | asked with a pit in my stomach. The thought
had occured to me that if | drank my ancestor's blood
my youth might be restored to me, eternally?! And wisdom
for the ages?!

"Sure, we know," the turtle yawned,
"the ship carrying the Queen home, sank. Thirteen
centuries later Senegalese sailors fished a cup
with a fat belly from the Indian Ocean.” "Untouched?"
"Untouched.” Another pause. "It was stolen from the treasury
of the King of Kings by an Italian pilot. His plane
crashed into Mount Etna." "Etna?" | cried in falsetto,
and stood up as straight as | could and threw my hands up,
startling two cardinal males dueling on the lawn,
ripping out each other's splendid scarlet crests.

"However, Etna spat out the cup,” the turtle
croaked unexpectedly. "Like the sandal? " "Of Empedocles,”
he confirmed with obvious satisfaction. Silence again.
The infant's crying had long died away. And the lovers'
laughter. And the birds hooting.
I couldn't stand the pause -- "Where is my ancestral blood?"
I cried out, full of hope.
"Blood, blood, bloody"

he cracked angrily. Adriana got up. "Master,
| wanted to sit at your feet and drink wisdom's words
from your lips. But now..." She burst into tears, poor
sweet Adriana. "Blood, blood, by blood" -
the turtle went on, apparently unable to stop.
"Have you not shed enough of my cousins' blood? Grabbing them
by the armful from the Ili river rushes, smashing
and pulping them with a rolling pin on a rough table
in the Prokombinat mess kitchen, where you
and that bully cook conspired to steal food. My brothers'
blood squirted in your eyes, your face and threadbare smock,
you waded in their blood, and still it's not enough.
Still it's not enough.

Still not enough. Not enough.”
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| was afraid he'd have an apoplectic fit, he was choking.
We fled in shame across the lawn, long pursued
by the far howling of the Magdalen College gargoyles.

Ili: a village on the river Ili, in former times used for transporting goods along the trade route to China.
Wasteland, sand dunes, thorny bushes, reeds on the water, which was always muddy; in the sky-blue
dawns you see the outline of the peaks of Tian-Shan, the Heavenly Mountains covered in snow. The
village has a few dozens buildings: government offices, a club, a school, fenced off "settlements" with
little towers; Kazakh earthen huts, Korean caves; four lonely maples; a cemetery washed over by
sands; a marketplace; typhus was king. Trotsky once came here to hunt during his exile. In my time
(1943-46) there were no wild animals and all the dogs had been hunted down. For a few months in
spring the river had an abundant supply of fish called 'marynki'. Trucks of Alma-Ata officials lay in
ambush for the catch and took away everything we couldn't eat on the spot or cover up. In the summer
of 1944 turtles suddenly appeared in large quantities a dozen of so kilometers from the village. For
four weeks the Prokombinat kitchen was the scene of their bloody massacre.
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On a Walk

Temekh, wife of Cain, and Tirzah, Abel's widow

strolled along the banks of Eden, on this side of a barbed wire fence.
From observatory posts winged soldiers warned them gaily,
jokingly: Watch out! A million megavolts!... Surely an exaggeration.
Even thistles will barely grow here. Far off, in the mountains, dwarf pines.
Earth like rotten wood. No rain has fallen for a hundred days. But

in one corner a patch of burdocks is thriving,

as is a settlement of toads. A spring trickles there

from the waters of the underground river Pison. In which river,

as we know from Holy Scripture (Genesis 2:11) gold is

rife. And pure as gold. From dawn till dusk the young

sons of Cain extract it, under guard.

Not hard work. And it pays. And the air is hale, very hearty.

Rats and moles crawl to that spring from Eden.

For a change of climate? Of mood? No idea.

Temekh and Tirzah have so much to talk about!

About that whole to-do.

And who started it. After all, the brothers loved each other.

How easy to say: a to-do. For one - an eternal fount of tears!

the mystery of widowhood. For the other - a theme for unceasing

adoration of a husband - the sower with an ox's neck.

When Temekh gushes about muscles (and drools from the corners of her mouth)
Tirzah thinks: ...what an ass... my man was more refined.

A streamlined hunter. Lither than any deer. And his bowstring

sounded like a lute's golden string. On which lute Mother Eve

plucks in the twilight hours, entre chien et loup, when she yearns

for the serpent, when he was still young and sexy, and for lost - ha! - happiness;
and that old fool (not suspecting anything) orders her to play and play

- in that music he finds his dream again, the first, when the Lord his Surgeon
opened his side, took a rib, anachronistic and painful, and dressing it

in a beautiful body, parted it slightly at the bottom,

to make a complementary sex - and when he finds his dream,

the poor cuckold will doze off, fall asleep, snoring...

So Temekh and Tirzah stroll until late into the night. Until
Cain's howl reaches them, rumbling like thunder.
Temekh rushes off and Tirzah returns with a lingering step
to a bed of autumn leaves. Here, fall lasts forever.
Palma, January 1967
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Departure of Antaeus

To us the earth is unkind. We were seduced
by the whirring spindles of galaxies

(or to put it more modestly:)

sparks from the whetstone

of a knife-grinder in a leather smock
stained with oil. In the sleepy

courtyards of childhood.

He plied the whirring knife
for a matricide. In the sparks
you saw burning the sailboats
of a man's maturity

The holiness of oil

is attested by our DNA memory

An ass's skin sings in us with the voice
of consub-stan-tiation

with our own, a hide tanned

in the poverty of poverties, idolatries.

As soon as the light opened a little more upon them,
they made sail and bore away before the wind ...
The weather being hazy... The fourth island

was a high, large, twin-peaked rock, appearing

to have little soil or wood upon it... At noon

they were in latitude 21 44" north.

An iron wheel grates on the cobblestones;
it's ferryman Walenty heading back into a moonless night;
he drove his last customer, no doubt to a bawdy-house,
and winding slowly
with a lazy whip
his grizzled nag
weaves his way leeward
when, having run about fifteen leagues to the eastward of the islands,
they hauled up more to the southward,
in hopes to get into smoother water
In hopes to get into smoother water... O!
in hopes to get into smoother water!
- and better weather
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than they had hitherto

met with
(O noble tongue, forever lost!
nowadays we talk with szmayda, that is,
with the left hand, with the strings strung
the wrong way).

...0, radiant-eyed,

inexorable one, at the meeting [crossing] of your braids
there is an iron bowl, in it, honey-combs,

and bees crawl,

violet-golden

spindles of galaxies,

after the fifes of defeat

chirps the silence. Suddenly:

the golden voice of a clarinet.

| don't believe in resurrection in the flesh. And if
(in the event that) | believe, I don't want it.
Anadyomene, you made of pearly nothingness;
in hopes to get

into smoother waters; on willow-green basalt;

at the rosy dawn of the world; the aging

of living and inanimate matter; from pearly froth;
Anadyomene, enchantment to old eyes;

and better weather

than that I have hitherto met with.

Golden voice of the clarinet. Have mercy on me.
Tree in the road.

Willows over the duckweed

of a frog's dwelling;

alders on clay roads

from Obory to Jeziorna.

A clarinet's golden voice.

In hopes to get into smoother waters.

A pine tree in Otwock covered in lichens, hoarfrost,
dry rot; crippled, I identified with it
when | mockingly crucified myself on it
one March night in 1939.
Before it grew light. In hopes to get into
better weather than we had hitherto met with,
I hid myself
among enemy palm trees, defensive sandalwood, odious magnolias.
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Thistles grow on the the street,

down which Walenty drove home, in the suburbs.
The knife-grinder and the carter are long dead. It's just me
dragging myself around, Anadiomena,

mother. Swallows chirping lure us

toward smoother waters at 21 degrees

and 14 minutes of no latitude.

Golden bees lick the honey from my

burnt cerebral cortex. Golden

voice of the clarinet, whose? ...passons.

And the mouth slackens

with crippled words, and I write this

poem left-handed, in my

old antiquated pains.

They met with fresh gales of wind...
towards the evening...they saw
numbers of birds and fish...

lichens, hoarfrost, rotting wood.
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Little Landscape 1939

Alder trees on the road from Obory to Jezidrna.

I'm a tramp, too. But an ungrateful one.

The trees can be forgiven. Sticky clay,

shoes squelch in it. The echo of squelching

has died away. And it's quiet again. Branches

shot through with greenery from the old bodies

of alders. Rotting wood, every kind of injury. Autumn.

A light snow pelts. Its crystals sting.

The sky blanketed by one cloud. But what a cloud, my God!

Though slightly ragged at the bottom. God, pay for that, too:

it's never so bad that you can't attest to worse.

The light snow blurs. How piercing are

its pricks! The violet color of the heath

is already extinguished. A light snow pelts. Pales.

So much the worse for us, worms. Forgotten
enchantments of an Indian summer. A pine tree,

low but expansive. You are comely,

daughter of Hyperborean Sharon! The tortured stumps
no longer call to the sky. Not even for vengeance.

Lichens. Mushrooms. Mosses. Tearful orchids. A bed of larvae.

I crucified myself on it. With a melancholy madness.
And both in unison, the two tramps, one forgivable,

the other angry, but as Siamese twins, we raise

our lousy voices for mercy. Worms gnaw our roots,

a little searing snow pelts us, and these are my prophecies
for the current year, 1939, and for all years to come.
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Farewell to Summer

Naked generals polish their armor for tomorrow's battle.

A warm day. But an elm cries: summer is passing! summer is passing! summer passes!
An Amazon rode by at full gallop. From her half-closed lashes

black drops trickle, drop by drop. A vieux beau

in a gray bowler has become fixated on her groom

who can't keep up, frazzled. A wind started blowing, tearing off slices of memory

like sheet iron from a roof

(easy to imagine the racket in my head!).

Not far off, a quite different landscape: at the entrance to the Hotel

de Batavia et de I'Univers little Jocelyne with her head of curls

brushes off two old men. Who just arrived from Jerusalem

with their beggar's staffs. They show her a money pouch stuffed with banknotes.
To no avail. Across the street's a little square. With a young curlyheaded birch.
And why would I go barging into that imaginary landscape? With my

'miserere, miserere mei’, sung to the tune

of yé-yé, to boot?!

Disheartened, I cross the gutter on a raft made of leaves of grass.
Naked generals wallow in the thistles, abandoning
their armor, half-polished, for tomorrow's battle,
the battle that is to decide the fate of Christian
civilization.
The elm has fallen silent.
Summer is over.

Paris, December 1966
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An Attempt to Describe the Last Skirmish of the Second World War

(Screenplay of a Dream)
To My Brother

A moonlit night. The height of summer. A stench of carrion.
I go through the burnt-out city. Wroctaw.
| startle a pack of rats, dogs. | came out on a wide avenue -- no end
in sight. And not a single living soul.
Even the worms have set up their household elsewhere.
I struggle through high weeds.,
and there's a moon tonight: Luna, white, full. To each
side, the facades of houses.
Burnt-out inside. The fronts merely charred
stand indifferently. And the plaster stucco shows white,
strangely human, the white thighs
of an old woman. When silver Artemis
stood over my head, I heard:
footsteps approach from across the way,
hobnailed soles knock
on the granite blocks, though the road is overgrown
with nettles. In the moonlight: soldier's boots,
without laces, wide-nosed, with polished
heels but ragged uppers,
cracked like a stonemason's hand,
size 46, for flat feet, thick leather.
(I repeat: not a living soul! Not a fly?!)
I imagine the person wearing them: weight, height,
jaw... To meet him here! | shrank with terror
when those boots came toward me. Half an inch away from me
they halted, suddenly, with incredible agility.
They passed on by. Went on.
My forehead
contorted with fear, | howled to Hecate,
who, undefiled, also retreats in another, opposite
direction... The others stopped. Hesitated. Before
turning back. And coming toward me, step by step,
no longer sounding on the stone surface -- just
the rustle of plants crushed in the quiet night.
And Lavanah? O, | never saw such a beauty! Over the horizon -
for now, O dawn, | see the end of the avenue: the faint outline of mountains,
not white, not silver, the very principle of light, in a perfect sphere,
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immaculate. And one star in the distance, a devoted servant.

And she falls slowly slowly under the weight of her perfection. I burst into tears,
raising my hands up to her: O Lady of Byblos, | was always your faithful
worshipper, have mercy on me.

And the boots come, they won't leave me now: a pair of prisoners-of-war

after the last warrior of the world war, the last war.

They will follow me. Everywhere.

Maybe they will howl over my grave? To Tanit?

If she will shine for me: Great is my hope.

What would I do without hope?

Berkeley, July 1965
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From Whispers on Tape

**k%x

The cruelty of the invaders is hammered into our memory
like horseshoes. The fire of their eyes burnt our skin.

The one thing left to us:

Tear out the shoenails along with the flesh.

*k%x

Faces of stone,

hands of iron. Only

a mouth with life-giving
sluices. And inside,

a heart tolls like a bell.
A bell without a tongue.

*k%x

A whisper to the stonecutters,

and the stones arose from stony paralysis:
Amen, venerabilis Domine, they intoned
(or so blessed Jacques de Voragine claims)
and they went side by side in serried ranks
damning us, gawkers, with filthy words.
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*k%x

The mixer of paints poured cinnabar
in the vale of fish. Beyond the raft
the boat sways and Sirens yawn,
silvery. Save us,

Star of the Sea.

*k%x

The plaster will fall, patina consume the stone,
in the waters under the skin the foundations rot.
Don't think that hope is just a lie;

the merely dreamt can never die.

*k%x

Papers crumbled, consumed by time and moths.
In the cellar, crimson robes and a beggar's staff,
and there are aureoles too, stripped of all words,
and it's there that a naked old Adam lies buried
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*k%x

What am | doing here in the ghostly city of San Francisco?
I was just a humble supplier of flounder to a soldier's mess,
who dreamed: O to be a Landsknecht! Set conquered cities
ablaze!

And here | sit gazing out at the waters reflected
in an incandescent glow. Is it the city on fire? Maybe the sun,
a second before it sets? Its refraction off a cliff? The cliffs
are yellow, like the bone that shines, shameless, through
the weathered skin of the back of my hand lying defeated,
inglorious, on an ash table at a cafe on Fisherman's Wharf.
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On a Train

On a train car speeding to the south

two old men, fighting off sleep,

share an egg between them. Yellow crumbs
spill into their laps. Rosy-fingered dawn

on the misted-up windows. It no longer
conveys much to their old dead carp's eyes.
Nearby a maypole flashed past. The river
smells of sweet flag grass. To be a cow

in a meadow.
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*k%x

Last night, well after midnight,

G.d came to me.

This time in the shape of an earthworm,
twelve or thirteen feet long, | measured

at first glance. And my room

isn't even nine feet.

He accordingly contracted

like a spring under a finger's pressure.

Then he wrapped himself around me, unhurriedly,
in deliberate movements. Tighter and tighter.
Through his soft wooliness | felt rings

hard as rubber. I didn't cry out, though it hurt.
| knew: what he did, he did for love of me.
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*k%x

A square across the road.

Children play at school.

Nurse-maids knit.

This landscape is transsected by an arrow,

but no one sees it. Except an old man,

though his head is sunken on his chest;

he stares at the sand, counting the grains,

listening to waters running down the tin roof nearby.
These waters remind him of another water -- a vast
vast water. Washing away continents.

Once tainted by a single drop

of bitterness.
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*k%x

The supernatural beauty of things

when a final glance falls on them: a silver plate
on a mahogany tray,

a snatch of cloud and a rosy sky, the chirp

of our little bird Maciu$

and my wife's face. Her eyes

forever and ever Amen.
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Holderlin

-- | lifted the black eyelid of the piano

and plucked the strings out. Leaving only two.
And on those two | play my farewell concert,
on the one string YES, and on the other, NO.

To the Eternal One | sing YES in ecstasy;
but to you it's always "Nein Altesse™ | say.
If a snake spies me from shady greenery
I'm who? -- Scardanelli, avec humilite.

My great example in life was Empedocles:
not kingly wisdom nor prophet's vanity -
the way he leapt into Etna bareback | leap
into madness to prove my impartiality.

Into unfordable gorges and mountainscapes!
Into the inextricable tangles of roadways!
Where to flee the Hunter, where join the chase,
where to be lord, and where the lowest slave.

Poetry is the husbandry of the earth, so let us
work it humbly, without capriciousness,

the Neckar below, regular walks in summer,
winter at the stove, Lotte Zimmer's voice.

Mad, who would raise up in both sense and shape
the mind and heart of a Chimera. Euphrates'
gardens empty! And empty the Alpine way!

And in the carpenter's house, no heavenly creatures.

"The enchantments of this world are all expended
and the joy of my youth is long, long lost.

April has passed and summertime has ended.

| barely exist, | do not wish to go on."”

Birds fly off like a weary musical key
when the church’s golden bell rings out the time.
I see ominous signs around us everywhere,
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the paths are muddled, and night falls into rhyme.

Garlands of owls in fir trees, wind on the mirror

of dark waters, Diotyma, wrinkles your face,
Smoke from burnt-out camp fires wraps me nearer,
and the fifes call me to a long nocturnal march.”

> AW note: Holderlin lived the last thirty-six years of his life in madness, in the house of the
carpenter Zimmer in Tlbingen. He titled visitors "Altesse Royale" and always answered all
questions: "No". He signed his last poems "avec humilité, Scardanelli". "The Alpine way",

"Euphrates’ gardens”, "Poetry is the husbandry of the earth" (dichterisch wohnt der Mensch auf
dieser Erde) - from his poems.

The quatrain quoted is, in the German original:

Das Angenehme dieser Welt hab ich genossen.

Der Jugend Freuden sind wie lang! wie lang! verflossen.
April und Mai und Julius sind ferne.

Ich bin nichts mehr, ich lebe nicht mehr gerne.
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*k%x

While he trembled in mortal fear in Gethsemane
we were sleeping. We were sleeping, sleeping.

For sleep led us by a dream in a train of chanters,
their breathy touch, their laughter on the water.

But the dreams ran ever faster, woven ever closer,
their radiance darker, their murmurs ever stronger.

Like a spinning spool I wind the dreams around me
so in my sleep I'll be a dream and you, a dream.

Your face darkens like a knife in a pail of water...
Our dream and me and you are cut in two.
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Se amor non €, che dunque?
Petrarch



34

On Our Street
1

On our street, Benvenue, the trees change color overnight:
yesterday a bridal white, today the color of rotting plum.

On the porch the wind from off the Pacific macerates

my face. Oh, yes!

She has tracked me down here, though I put an ocean between us,

| escaped by jet one sleepy drawn-out night over black waters. In vain.

She found me here, on good Benvenue Street.

Every morning before | enter the green water,

| observe in the mirror a skeleton

loosely covered with skin.

For twelve hours the bell of the Campanile

reminds us of the lost melodies of childhood.

Roses smell different here than at home. And all this

enters the one-way course of time, whatever philosophers say.
Summer follows spring, autumn follows summer, and winter waits,
inexorable. Though here on good Benvenue Street

the seasons are as indistinguishable as twins. Four orphan sisters
patiently waiting for their mother -- benvenue -- to return.

2

| gaze at the distant ocean from beneath a parasol.

The sun warms my weathered hands.

I've joined them in prayer, but I'm not praying.

Once | read how when Ibsen was dying,

they covered the pavement in felt, and steered carriages around.
Here the cars are soundless. And right now there are none.
It's the dinner hour. Feet on the front steps.

The black mailman tells us to pay three cents extra.

Ola goes into the living room to get the coins.

For a few long minutes | am defenseless.

| tear open the envelope. A white card.

An invitation to my funeral,

which will be held on Tuesday at half past eleven.
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From a Basket

It is a great basket of plenty, our beautiful city of Saint Francis.

Today something smells bad here. Like the snake I once trapped

in a milk bottle. In front of Hotel Yukon, a black lady of the night paces,
laughing like a baby one minute, the next, tears like peas running down her old face.
"Why are you crying, baby?" Not good, our top-heavy rich city of San Francisco.
At the shelter on Mission Street | knock humbly:

behind a window in the lobby sit old men, a senate of neat poverty,

silent, staring at the wall. They hold no newspapers on poles

like flags lowered in mourning. Like the flame of Eros turned upside down.

As they say, they are burning out.

Though there's no fire here. But it flares up on my tortured skin.

The so-called Pacific Ocean crashes against the tacky decorations,

this is Chinatown, so ugly and tasteless, my God.

And | don't want to write the way | do, either. I'd like it to be beautiful,

limpid, sacral in the manner of Bach. And in despair of ever attaining it,

I write down this poem like a snake trapped in a milk bottle.

Some other time: like a crab

pulled from a basket by the hand of a grizzled black woman.

That's how things have turned out.

San Francisco, January 21, 1964
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Elements for a Portrait

The Ear lept up on one leg and, blowing a membrane
into a pink Sail - tfffroo!
away it flew.

The Nozzle moves with Knowledge on two Paws,
bristling with hair like the legs
of an old Crab.

On the curve of the Horizon, through soggy sand,
Lips spitting lies slither
like a fat Caterpillar.

From an almost-sky, the Eye drips like a tear stain.

Forehead's tortoise-shell wallows on a dump,
and Tongue laps up the Slurry
with Doggies and Piggy.

Sun going down with a glow, a good Backdrop
for a Proletarian with a Hammer
in his muscular Hand.

"Miss Next-Door," Ear croaks to Mouth from the oversky,
"just a Master and Nail, and we'd be
a lovely Mug.

After a very long life it would shine in the Sky of Does

and the kind of Owls you see
only in dreams.”
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Biography

He was a king's son, banished from the kingdom

so he wouldn't kill his father or marry his mother.

He slept at stations, hung around with gangs

of delinquents, caught an infection. From a transit

jail in Kiev, uncured, he was sent

to a Makarenko colony. The pedagogical poem

begins. He advanced to the position of district chief.

In an interrogation he killed his father, needlessly. Demoted,
transferred to Siberia. From boredom and too much drink

he married his mother, a renowned milkmaid.

(He didn't know about his mother and father: the revolution
had muddled all genealogies). He went blind.

And he had no Antigone with him. But the Party

sent him to the Crimea. There he lives a life

of comfort, on a pension. But no one wrote a tragedy about him.
And as you see he isn't even a good subject for free verse.
And there's no sign of the gods meddling in his biography.
And no one enjoyed any kind of catharsis. After all,

the dialectics of comrade Ananke are inexorable.
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Skin and Death

A self-respecting skeleton
never goes out
in the nude.
It's clothed in fatty tissue.

Muscle, too. And skin, wondrous skin.
Which turns flaky with age. Eheu! my skin
flakes, but I'm wearing a Balenciaga.
Pinned on, the big fat tin medal
of a heroine of the household. A nun will unpin it,
remove -- alas -- the Balenciaga,
wash me with Red Moscow soap, dress me
in a red knit sweater, a giveaway
from a Komsomol girl -- an admirer
of my husband, the great wri-
ter. There, where
my ragged plaintive
little heart
beat,
they will pin another medal.

A fine tin medal.

And they will lay me in the grave,
this skeleton, which, respecting itself,
never went out
in the nude.
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In a Literary Cafe

All this was extraordinarily new in that district...
Aleksandr Pushkin,
The Squire's Daughter

Their pendulous balls force them to their knees,
that's how proud they are. Clothed in purples,

they play chess. The tournaments never end.

Though a clock from far away tolls the time,

and that tolling of time falls heavily, depresses.

"It's gravitation,"” says the physicist.

"It's levitation," says the metaphysician,

who for a while has observed a roach that raced out
to the middle of the room and froze, sunk in its meta-
physical contemplations...

A batons rompus, we were speaking of chess:
"Metonymy," said the fan of Romek Jacobson.
"Metaphor,” said the student of Peiper.

And they get so worked up they come to blows.

I meanwhile observe from just behind the window,

a fighter myself, after all, though a bit too old

to join in their disputes. Why would I, for God's sake?
On behalf of metonymy? For metaphor? Against it?

I went on home for dinner, without even ordering
coffee here, which to tell the truth is like dishwater.
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A King and a King's Dreams

We imprison the king at night in a sphere

made of barite. On its phosphorescent surface

flaws fishtail, branching out

like frost on a window. Inside, a grove

of bulrushes grows. And a silver spring. So the King,
when he awakens suddenly at night, will not drink

water. Which has been forbidden him by doctors. In the light of day.

In his sleep - just let them try! Will their heads roll?
Like acorns an oak shakes off in autumn.

In his dreams - His Royal Highness is always

drunk. When he draws from his flask (in his sleep,
naturally), the king's mouth yawns vast:

a veritable cavern, half pitch-dark, half on fire, and in it
the queen turns, fat and juicy, on a spit.

The king pokes her with a fork like a toothpick. Which
would seem to indicate His Highness has a nasty temper.
In his sleep, only in his sleep! By day the King is loving

to his subjects. And they sit on his hands, his shoulders, on his hood.

He stuffs grains of buckwheat, barley, peas, corn into
their little throats. And a pinch of salt, a little antimony.
It tastes foul, oh yes! but it's good for their devoted
bellies. For this we love him, for this concern
for the good of the people.

When the King rises
in the morning - hey, comrades! let's
smash the sphere with hammers, with spades! Let me see
the splinters fly! Later, till late at night,
we fabricate a new sphere for Our King
in the Industrial Works of King & Company.
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From Hesiod

Angels came to us. They too once

lived decent human lives, in pleasant surroundings,

not knowing care, or the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil,
in groves, on streams, dancing,

fraternizing with beasts,

and they went to their deaths with a light step,

with a smooth brow

as into gentle water, as into a deer's dream.

People of the Golden Age.

*

Chthonic demons torment us. But they, too,

once, when they lived, knew the sweetness of existence. The sweetness of corruption
of everything that is and is not, the sweetness of gluttony, sloth.

They envied the gods their honey and games, the coolness of laughter

in their dwelling at the hour of everlasting summer. But they, too,

knew the sweetness of dancing circles in summer gardens, in the moonlight;
thaumaturgs, they conjured plants, metals, planets,

to be obedient to them, and so, similia similibus,

performing the rites of Selene they themselves became

plant, metal, selenite. And as they knew the sweetness of copulation

in violence, they made also of death in a paroxysm of violence

a sweetness of existence. And so they died,

weak men of the Silver Age.

*

To their successors, war was glory. Glory and luxury.

The war of all against all.

The extermination of all by all.

Their hands of iron, their brows of bronze, their eyes stony.
Hard-mouthed, they spoke ill of the gods.

And doing each other violence, they died off.

Now they wend their way, shadows, in ignominy, in the desert of Erebos,
over wailing Kokytos,

men of the Bronze Age.
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The anger of Zeus froze. Soon Daedalus will sculpt
speaking statues, Icarus will drown, the potter's wheel

and the saw whir, Hector and Achilles

die bravely at Troy, from where Helen's beauty shines on us
eternally, Ulysses returns to his faithful wife

across the hostile sea... navigare necesse est. Others

fought at Thebes. Others settled in the Isles

of the Blessed, at the side of gentle Oceanus,

gathering three times what their hands sowed.

Aeneas who ran with his father on his back from burning Ilion,
will found a city - whose anagram is Love. Eros

is the oldest of the gods, Aeneas -- the last

of the era of demigods.

O that I hadn't been born in the time of their successors!
Born, that | had died. Ours is an age of iron,

Our land is given over to a cruel invader,

our laws are smashed,

Nemesis has abandoned us for good,

force and cunning are sat upon the throne,

and there's no help no help in the river deltas of desolation
of the Age of Iron.
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Hymn

You marry the light of sea foam to the wild smell of violets from far away, from the
basalt rocks of Capri hills. Anadyomene, you say, bless their union.
You trail after you in your wanderings a mourning train of nebulae from the constellation
Coma Berenices.
They enchanted you once, the Queen's red braids, from the balcony of a gloomy
childhood, when, an underage pedant, you collated the heavens with a Flammarion map.
A failed little mystic with protruding ears, you listened enthralled to the trill from the
stars of tortoise-shell combs the court ladies use to brush the Jewish Queen's hair, and the
unbearable clink of scissors.
At that time you were reading Monsieur Racine's tragedies. And you urgently wished to
descend from the dark heavens into the life of men and find the stern face of the young
Titus, who sent your fathers into slavery, under the yoke.
Years later, years later still, on the wuthering hills of Capri, in labyrinths you searched for
mementos of him, in vain, against the Clock’s laws, at the house of Tiberius the
hermit-thug.
When all's said it's your family history, as you've guessed that Queen Berenice is the
daughter of one of your aunts.
That is long ago and later. But then it was only August 1914 and from the rumbling
peasant carts in the tangle of streets
the aroma of fresh hay, the aroma of fresh hay reached you.
You'll remember it to the grave, where the smell will mingle with molecules of
essence of young pine. And that's how it was with
the aroma of Capri violets
the smell of hay from the Wisla's banks
and the decay of rainbow bodies you drove from the desert over the Arals at the age of
your manhood, at the age of your defeat -
it's toda that they're ratified, you say, the borders of the legacy of your sense of smell.
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*k%x

For Leopold "ab(dz

... frisst der Grimm seine Gestaltungen in sich hinein.
Hegel

What can | do if | am to you
a lumen obscurum? Believe me, | contain
my Self within myself as a point of light.
Transparent, even. On a streak of Chaos,
and yes, a dark one. However,

semantic
confusion now holds sway over all.

Even so, don't forget, my Hippolyte,
we are both good little boys
in straw hats and white shirts
with navy-blue piping, when on an early morning
they set off to hunt butterflies. When night falls
they chase after lightning flashes,
gasping for breath. In vain...
for even they
won't tear Chaos apart! Nothing tears Chaos
apart. It tears itself. Devouring
itself, bit by bit, insatia-
ble.
And | can't do a thing about it,
my dear friend.

Paris, July 1963

138



44

Invocation

How long will you hold,

wretched human body?
Christ is your God,

suffering human body.
All strength is in you,

feeble human body.
All tenderness for you,

cruel human body.
How long will you hold,

aged human body?
In hope of the resurrection

blessed human body,
in eternal joy

rejoice, body in pain.
Eternally.
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*k%x

Le ciel restera menacant, avec risque d'orages isoles sur les reliefs.
Weather Forecast

Sur les reliefs

overwhelmed

by pain’s thorns

| raise a tortured eye with hope.

In the heavens | read the forecast

LE CIEL RESTERA MENACANT.

The storm passed by; God, my thanks for that, too.
Le ciel restera menacant.

[Paris, April 1967]
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*k%x

Communis mundo superest rogus, ossibus [...] Misturus.
M.A. Lucanus, Pharsalia

Fire of stars and fire of bones,
ours: a common fire.

The smoke drifts high.

A gull flew by.

Farewell, wife.

Farewell, bird.

Farewell, cloud.
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Bride

Let him not discover Her with his eye
Until he has bathed it it the light

Of dawn, the snows of a far mountain,

In the gentle hills of herbs,

In the stream of cantatas of Jan Sebastian
Bach

Let him not lay a hand on Her

Until he has cleansed it of violence. Of blood.
Spilled. Accepted. And burnished it

With tenderness, with kind acts,

The toil of labor in the fertile earth,

Play on the harpsichord or occarina.

Let him not approach Her with his mouth

Until he has rinsed it of lies,

Until he has drunk water from the living source,
Until he has burned in the living fire,

Until he has been sanctified at the Tabernacle
Of grace and sweetness.
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On our fortieth anniversary

...I'Epousée au front diaphane
Lis pur qu'un rien terni et fane.
Sully Prudhomme, "L'Epousée”

January 18 to 19, 1967
Palma de Mallorca, at night
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Last Poem

Going down

going down

ever further down

And if it were only me!

in the hush, in the dark.

Those before me, behind me
footsteps beside me

rushing me on

is this clatter of shoes the thrum
at Chatelet metro?

Just one legless accordionist Charon
who doesn't move.

And where have | wandered to?
Eurydice? Eurydice!

Going down

Going down

further down

always down

down

and tomorrow they'll find

it's only three feet underground.
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Dream

A fire sent up sparks. In a pasture

girls with nets of steel

hunted an acervation

of skinny-legged capricorns.

On a rock

he drew a bow -- a heavy lute.

He shot. Kept shooting. They fell,

those maidens with fierce eyes and poky nipples
in floaty muslin.

In the gutter. Let them fall. Their blood
will seep into the earth. From it will arise
the avenger.
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In the Bois de Boulogne

At five o'clock Yahweh rubbed his eyes with an aged hand and went into the Bois for his
morning stroll. The first Amazons were already out riding at a walk between the trees,
and farther away, beyond the forest, a busy milkman, clanking, was putting milk bottles
at doors. "Humble as Ruth at Boaz's weary feet.”... Where is Boaz and where are the
bottles? -- a nonsensical comparison, but Yahweh makes everything equal in humility.
"Where are you, Adam!"
Yahweh shouted at every avenue crossing. But nobody answered out of nowhere. The
Amazons moved on, silent as on the day of a film shoot, only the horses' trot solidly beat
out their tempo and rhythm. "Who shall I send into exile? Whom, whom shall | curse?!"
pondered Yahweh, drawing the morning's freshness into his lungs with relish, wandering
among the quiet trees of the Bois de Boulogne, and pricking a snake angrily with a spike
-- Oh! He can't stand reptiles. Even if He did make them himself... "Birds of the sky,
maybe? Or a frog -- an eyeless excrescence beaten from a green maple like a leaf?"
When he passed a naked couple of metics intertwined in the warm current of a
dream he covered his bashful eyes with a fragile hand imbued with the rosy light seeping
through the trees from the sun, which had now risen. The archangels waited for a signal
and their sabers were of stainless steel.

In the Bois de Boulogne, May 1962
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From the Cycle: Notes to Books of the Old Testament

**k%x

Little Delilah of Rue Beausire is delicate. Her delicacy
draws muscle men from the Twelfth Arrondissement.
As well as heavy truckers from Bercy. Four times
a year, when the carousels whir at Bastille, a dwarf
strongman comes from the wrecking yard. Delilah
turns no one away, out of pride and good manners,
which reach their peak on the Auvergnat bedstead
with little red roses painted on the wooden headboard,
as through a turquoise curtain a humble light falls:
Delilah works the day shift. She likes sleeping
early and long.

"Where are you from, Delilah?"
Her lovers ask. "Born at the foot of Mount Lebanon
of a Spanish father and a Bedouin mother; myself,
I'm a Monophysite. The Levant is top of the world,
darling.” "Spain's not the East," huffs a Spanish client.
"You bet it is, you were under our yoke for centuries."
The history lesson is given in a tender embrace.
Delilah is mannerly, reasonable as a school-mistress.

"The leanest, oldest guys go crazy for you,"

laughs fat Claire, the Negress at the corner bistro.
"Poor runt, it won't last you long!" (And the angel

of motherhood flitted across the whites of her eyes).
And Yvonne with her helmet of silver hair over mean
lips, ever tactful with rivals and guests. "Don't worry
about me. Don't worry about me, I'm frail, but tough,
like all monophysites. Our master, who sadly lived
back in the fifth century after the Birth of Our Lord...""
And when both burst out laughing in that vile dive,
where a creepy patron rules from behind the bar --
the hotelier -- Delilah says, as sweet as ever:

"It's the pre-school boys who fly to you, sweetheart".
And heels, you'd almost say hooves, beating a hard
ratta-tat-tat, Delilah goes out,

slamming the door with a glassy chord that echoes
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and, growing, carries farther, weakening and yet
sounding so clear in the bar thick with fumes
and smoke, that the air which long ago forgot

it was air, because of the glassy echo's reminder
now remembers itself in all its airiness.

With astonishment: the beginning and source

of philosophy; therefore you can say of this air:
it was air that had made itself philosophical.

Delilah's patron doesn't curse her for this; nor

does his horrid snake wife in her anthracite wig
who keeps the till in the entrance hall: it's he,

he who kicks off the daily joust among Delilah's
callers, unless he's just lost badly at the track --
then, oh, then he takes off on a three-day bender --
where does he go? what happens to him? the moon
won't say, no one betray, except the odd idle rumor.
When he's back on day four, stripped of winnings
and of the square solidity of his face -- he's a wreck,
and that ugly, brutal blockish mug, falling

on Delilah's sunken bosom (trembling with damp)
weeps, yes, weeps for hours.

What am | doing here?
What am | doing, for love of God?! With these thugs
abusing the inexhaustable resources of a perilous
city? Amid landsknechts armed with dirt and muscle,
why am | here, what am | doing, what good am |
among these men with predatory eyes, hearts dry
as stone, bloody as massacre, like a whetstone
in a slaughterhouse, slippery with blood and slime --
what am | doing and why am | here?

And what am | to look back upon in the arid diaspora of your cities? When He has
grabbed me by the neck and won't let go, and forces me into a panting trot toward a place
where my eyes won't tear themselves away from the implacable Eye for all eternity.

Where can | find traces of our tribal encampments, our wells, our roads and crossroads,
our gates and cities, our oracles and pillories?

What became of Ur, of Babylon, what of Nineveh?
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Sand has covered their wild splendor, their gods decomposed in the ossuaries of
museums, and their citizens, long since turned to dust, quaver in the sands, eternally.

Only the embittered longing of my heart remains,

and in the visible world of galut - O disgrace! - an unbroken message: in the reeking
alleys of your rues de Beausire, bands of whores multiply in every generation, they are -
O disgrace - the only ancient civilizations;

only here has the unaging face of the Whore of Babylon endured, the gestures of the
priestesses of the Lady of Byblos, a Biblical prostitute on the street corners, and if a wild
Median stood before her armed with quiver and bronze, she would lead him to the
entryway of a hotel just as she does the corner shopkeeper.

So in this desert of galut where | am perishing, day after day, | am stranded
- O disgrace! -

in a reeking bar, among pimps and hookers

and in their loathsome company | play that | am in my city

Nineveh,

at the time of my prophet,

Jonah.

Delilah of Lebanon can afford two fancy men:

one, her husband, stays with her from Sunday night

to Monday morning, otherwise he's a model husband
and father to his old-faith family, owner of a shop

with menswear that prospers at the Porte de Vincennes.
The second, her boyfriend, is the same height and age
as she, wild like the flame of an acetyl lamp,
musclebound, compact, like the movements of the knife
in his hand. Whenever he grips the handle, his brain
explodes: this is when the molecules of the flesh

and the molecules of steel exchange places -- thus
forming a unity of personality. Otherwise,

the boy's self-esteem is stunted. And Existence

is painful to him. We are brothers in stunted pain.
Delilah loves him and him alone. At times she

may enjoy others, but him she loves. It's a love

of orphans, incestuous. He is her caretaker-brother,
intermittently manly, wild like the flame of an acetyl
lamp.
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Delilah's Dream

When on the charitable bed where generations

of Auvergnat peasant women were born, gave birth, died

(Why Auvergnat for a Lebanese? It's that the patron is Auvergnat,
and the bed, in the best room, is the bed of his grandmother,

who died a few years ago, after a sated life sentence

at her grandson’'s), when I, Delilah, labor under a heavy docker,
then my suffering's whisper slips under the door: "Is that Samson?"
and from under the window, in the courtyard: "Is that Samson?"
the patron asks. "No," | reply, a half-tone lower.

"No, not Samson," | sign louder. Because through the contortions
and the creaking of the bed I hear: from above the ceiling my God,
the God of monophysites, asked Delilah, his poor servant:

"Is that Samson?" ... A conversation starts up with the visitor:
"What Samson are you talking about?" *My name is Delilah."”
"I've never made love to a woman with that name!" "Born

at the foot of Mount Lebanon, of a Spanish father," etc.

The historiosophical dialogue.

Not Samson, | repeat absently at my ablutions,

sunk in thought. I have these empty meditations, thoughtless,
dreamless, memoryless. It's empty then, empty under the red
mane, which as it does with redheads, makes the skin look
disturbingly white.

If an Arabian horse would dream her form,
then her skin would be dreamed by Heinrich Heine, if
he could have seen her, little Delilah. Scholars
would go on spouting rubbish about his hidden necrophilia.”
He could have, but they missed each other in time, their clocks
set differently. So when he was dying, since he didn't know
Delilah, he had himself dragged before Venus, in the Louvre
cemetery and fell weeping at the goddess's feet. The same,
almost, as the hotelier falling on Delilah's breast,
exactly the same, in the same state of mind. "Help me,”
he weeps. "How can | help you?" said Venus-Delilah.
"You see | have no arms.”

The guy has arms, but he can't help either, not himself,
not Delilah-Venus, nobody. Only Samson?

"It's Samson," he whispers breathlessly, when he hears
the purposely creaking mattress.

’® M. Praz, The Romantic Agony (AW's note)
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Then they grew and an old man,

obviously strong, with flowing white hair sparkling
with snow -- a storm raged outside -- threw me, Delilah,
on the bed and took me lightning fast, ravishing me.
And though he was in a rush, he's old, so afterwards
he dozed off for a few moments. Then from behind the door:
"Is that Samson?" "Samson?" from outside the window.
"It's Samson!" I cry, Delilah, in the same whisper.
And a knife slides under the door in the suddenly darkened
womb of the room. Dusk comes quickly at the end
of December.

And then the God of monophysites
smites the house and all those dwelling in it.

Paris, June 1962
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To Psalms

| was a son of Grace, beloved of the Kharites;
what was death to others, to me was dance,
chosen by God, I raised an altar to Him,

| played and danced before the Ark of the Covenant,
he straightened my paths and nullified dangers,
hid me providentially from the anger of the king.
King Saul died, because he favored me too much,
my people loved me and I loved myself.

I had a friend, I put him to death.

I put the man who slept with my wife to death.

I had a son, my Absalom died.

Death had a supplier, I a good life.

You forgave me, though angry, when from my pit
amid sleeping concubines | sang you psalms.

But now like an eagle-owl, | weep like a pelican
and from the arid sighing of my mouth

my bones have stuck to my skin,

ashes are my bread and my drink is tears,

the mockers curse me, my comrades deride me:
our just king sleeps with young girls.

Righteous is he who walks in the paths of the Lord.
Who is righteous when the paths are overgrown?

*k%x

You know it is a pretense and a lie.

He who lies speaks through my mouth.

His tongue moves in my mouth and he guides
my hand and ensnares my psalms

and ensnares the paths on which he leads me.
You betrayed me, a blind man, to his cunning.
You raised me on high to cast me down low.
And when | cry from my pit, | hear his voice.

If only he'd finish me off like a sick elephant.
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"Old King David sleeps with young girls,

our king is a lecher" the subjects exalt.

And you know we wander toward each other,

two orphans in an enemy city, in our enemy’s city,
the city Gomorrah, which you spared

for the sake of ten righteous men.

Righteous is he who walks in your paths.

Who is righteous when the paths are gone?
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*k%x

Here at the fireplace the apocalyptic received the apoplectic,
to read him his sentence of banishment. A sweet pride shone
in the eyes of the family working together, diligent spinners,
to arrange for the next day a prudent household Oeconomia.

And the golden stanzas praising the harmony of the cosmos
unfurled like ribbons from ancient incunabula over the little

house beneath the stars now plunged in silence.
Peace be to all people of good will.

Berkeley, May 24, 1964

154



54

From Florentine Memories

**k%x

He who lives by the sword will die by it.

A bird hangs suspended in the high azure.

A golden pink light from the Fiesole side.

A rosy violet from the direction of Arezzo.

These names caress memory with silk-mouthed
fingers. A sleepy lizard clings to a stone.

We take our rest, the lizard on the balustrade, I

on the step of a white palace, prezzo Arezzo.

In a fragrance of vines. If only I could cut it in half!
With the old sword I leaned on, hands joined.
What was I thinking about? The lion and the lamb.
Who is the lizard's lion, and who his lamb?

*k%x

The Arno bends sharply, a stream of gold metal
in the East, under me steely as the sword, still
violet. Violet

like the band of violet lying on the stones |
clambered over on my way to the cypress grove
above San Miniato.

Was it lost by some absentminded prelate?
Was it torn off in anger after a drunken night
by a principessa? | didn't pick it up, though

it would have looked quite dapper on me. | was
too lost in thought, too far astray in the mirrors
of meditation, where aimless rondeaus revolve.
In my memory the scrap of violet now revives.
Was there no salvation without it?
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Humiliated
I won't walk down that street, straight as an arrow,

where willows beckon me with their long shadow;

A double row of houses stand there in formation;
each exactly the same in design and dimension.

Why, when I return from the library every day,
do I make a detour, so as not to go that way?

I never hesitate. So strong is the voice telling me
not to go there! As it only comes in dreams.

And a dream is what explained to me this secret:
The street's every window is an eye with an eyelid,;

I only have to turn in there for them all to rise
and | will be forced to walk
the gauntlet
of eyes
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A Report on the Night of October 29 to 30, 1964

Imagine, my son, that you carry a mountain.
Not Gaurishankar, but big enough.
Forests and groves on it. Redwoods.
All long dead,
and live needles still fall on us.
Something must fall from above,
and so needles fall from the trees although they're long dead.
There are animals, too. Not to mention slow-worms, mice, ants
and the most recent feature --
a colony of snakes,
and a pair of boars
(who sauntered in right after the flood).
There are no orioles, titmice, skylarks or any birds
here whatsoever. Aha, here's a fern, tall as the pines on the river Wista.
| just guess at all this.
For I carry a mountain on my shoulder, gripping it with my arms
till my veins swell to bursting.
Just carry it as far as the next gas station,
how many miles? A billion? Appearances are deceptive,
| see it before me,
its beckoning neon.
You can count on getting help there. Here, on the road
there are no pedestrians, it's a highway: ask, beg, no one will stop;
only rarely will a lovely head pop out and say "sorry".
Mainly they spit. They're businessmen. Don't count on them. Or on black folks;
this is their day of retribution: Halleluia, the white man is buckling under his burden.

I'd turn to the Almighty: Almighty, let me die here and now.
He won't. He's done enough for you. Do it yourself, he growls.
Well, what to do in this situation? You go on.
And dream. For example, a boar might come crashing from the bush and attack you.
But the boars, too, have grown lazy with the years. And my eyes still catch the neon of
the gas

station.

Hope. There will be young, strong, big-hearted people there. And what's at stake?
A small thing: namely, to take the mountain off my back, it's lighter
than it looks from its size, since even I, so terribly worn out, can manage it.
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True, my legs keep buckling under me,

| stumble and fall, stumble and fall, stumble and fall...

Sweat gushes from me, attracting ants,

inferior worms and snails

from the woods. But in the end | manage somehow. | go on toward

the beckoning neon. A promise of summer's temptations. The graces of women.
Young, strong, beautiful. In floaty muslin dresses, almost transparent.

They turn in rondeaus and English waltzes

and we will drink grenadine through straws in gardens (streams of ruby under a
lampshade

for dusk falls fast on enchanting nights).

This is how | imagine my march with the mountain across all the years. If | were a boy
I would spy on their rondeaus from behind the bushes. Their mad waltzes. Their floaty
muslins.

Who isn't a voyeur in boyhood? And a gold cross between audacious breasts

called like an artist's signature on the mature, strong, beautiful girls in flowered muslins.
They were the Promised flora.

So | dreamed through the time of my youth. When in a radiance of summer dusks
others danced rondeaus and mad waltzes. Taking my place in them. After all

I won't give up hope, I'll never abandon hope and looking at the neon and not losing hope
I stumble and stumbling, fall, and falling I awaken and awakening --

Almighty, why did | not die last night?
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*k%x

Our nanny, Anusia Mikulak,

a country woman from Prasnysz, taught me the songs,
words and old sayings of her wheaten earth.

She was put to death by Germans, in some flophouse
in Skierniewice, or so they say. Twenty years later

| found her face, the face of a country saint,

turned to stone on a capital

in Avignon.

On summer evenings she would secretly take me

to the Hospitaller Brothers for their somber vespers.
There someone raised his eyes to me from a crucifix.
O, how | wanted to be an altar boy

in a white cap... | nearly made minister under Bierut.
With a bonegrinder's hook | scraped and dug around
in formerly Jewish rubble to find our family
menorah and also the cross of the Hospitallers

| thought
I heard a descant from under post-Jewish rubble:
Jerusalem! Jerusalem! An illusion. Silence.
You put your ear to the ground: a murmur of Jewish
bedbugs. | fled. I flee. In my ears the lament:
Jerusalem, Jerusalem...
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My Brother's Dream

She pulls from her habit a bunch of keys
to our tower, and tangles of old rope,
and also a hieroglyph on yellow cardboard:
it's the next number. Mine? Yours? Maybe his?
Ours? Theirs, maybe? (...l knew that string:
they had us hang prophecies on them...)
But all of us,
herded into the square, how many of us? A thousand?
A thousand fighters, we expected the miracle pro-
phesied (and paid for in advance in dollars) by Prudential.
At the same time...
Had there been an error? We rush to study
the small print in the insurance policies. Black on white:
yes, we were promised eternal life.
During those seconds when heads in a fever
(a second here lasts longer than life, shorter than a dream)
studied the program, a knife crept out from the black habit,
made of meaty steel? That's how | would describe it,
if the juxtaposition wasn't nonsensical.
However, | would swear that it was meaty!
I swear to be faithful to it. We all look around
for the scapegoat. It's not here. There's nobody here.
I'm alone in an everlasting desert.
And it's night, | say, it's a night of drizzle
and the moon shudders on the Bay of Venice.
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From a Letter to Witkacy

...It's been a long time, Ignacy,
since we raised our eyelids: here, eyes are forbidden
simple form. Although there are caretakers
in our palace on the water: Tychon, Orthenes, Lordon,
Oyrges, Cydbasus, Conisatus -- servants
of Priapus, but with a different function here: they forge
light with heavy hammers, the brass rings out,
and they pour copper into the mouths of rivers carrying coolness.
These are their vulcanic labors. Elsewhere, reapers cut grass,
the stable hands yoke a bloody-eyed bison's wild force.
Naturally these vapors choke me, this roar
and din. On the other hand, the eyes
see waves, one wave
loves another, one wave feeds on another,
one wave returns to another
its virginity. A modest leaf
on the basket of fruit. When eyes are forbidden
simple form, we don't raise our eyelids.
Why would we? On the uneven earth of our cloister
there's work enough to go around: studying
the activity of flies, the evolution of beetles, maneuvers of Painted Lady butterflies;
also mass chanting of the litany
Ajuga reptans
Daphne mezereum
Anthericum ramosum
Mascari racemosum
Centaurea jacea
Gentiana pneumonanthe
O Gentiana pneumonanthe! O Daphne mezereum -- catalog
of poets. We who by cursing simple form
enthrone the tyranny of waves.
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*k%x

A wise neurologist in San Francisco
said: "These pains, as well you know,
are incurable... Morphine? It helps sometimes.
A short time. Briefly. | firmly advise against it.”
And gazing at me through his glasses
which until then had sat peacefully
on his fine rustic nose,
the protruding lenses in a tortoiseshell frame:
"Haven't you sought pain out yourself? Always?
Cast your mind back! What was your philosophy?
Way back! From childhood?"
Me?!
who always longed for the everlasting orgasm?!
Who yearned for happiness like a kite for rain?!
Who imbibed joy from the sky, from every sky,
and radiance from the earth, any old earth, like a greedy sponge?!
Who wandered from Eden to Kythera, the Hesperides to Arabia Felix,
here and yonder?!
Me?!
He was sharp, that Doctor Schiller of San Francisco.
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1905--1920--1965

Nightingale and Junior are in love with Rose.

Nightingale is the son of the banking house Nightingale & Bros.

He's just returned from the funeral for his uncle Jakub, in a redingote and gray
fedora from Bond Street

And Junior? He's a rising star

among young men at the Bar. And Rose? Rose? O Rose,
her being and beauty are ineffable

when in the Raspberry Hall she dances

the hesitation waltz

under a crystal chandelier.

The roses still fragrant, uncut in the night,

when Nightingale and Junior go for breakfast

to L'Ours and Rose dances the slow waltz

under a Venetian chandelier,

to the clinking of little lights.

Those lights will be broken this very night,

but Adeline's voice will endure on the phonograph
under the gaslight with the opal cover,

when | was a child

| sang as a child.

And now a rainy midnight nears,

a silvery hand fumbles under the corset

and a whisper burns my ear, my heart thumps,
the echo of a Warsaw morning has flown.

All of us meet here now with a slight delay,
Junior, Nightingale and Rose, now cut,

on a long stalk,

a black velours coat from Paquin.

We all miss each other by silly quarters of an hour,
fate has other hourglasses and romances,

das ganze Universum ist auch eine Rose

das ganze Universum ist selbst eine Rose

and 1 won't feel regret for anything --

that an assiette anglaise
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will sail in too late, when I'm already standing on the corner
of Krakowskie Przedmie$cie and Tr)backa Street

buying the special supplement to the Courier

with the notice of my death.

Don't cry,

you passed the one-way sign.

Instead of you, a Bernadine monk will eat the cold meat,
he who leads on a leash

a blind Rose in a wilted ribbon

to smell the roses in the Botanical Garden,

the roses that, uncut at night, are still fragrant.

A dream fell between us and a gale will sweep us away.
These are autumn leaves, autumn lasts forever.

Der Raum soll beharren, wenn die Zeit ist tot.

And everything happens to us more or less in parallel.
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Nostalgic Kitsch

In memory of the sweet-natured and wise Jerzy Wyszomirski,
whose invitation to go for a vodka | turned down one night.
A month later he was dead. Nothing left now but repentance.

Sorrow that Leads to Life

and Sorrow that Leads to Death

(see St Paul's Epistle to the Corinthians)

met somewhere between Piekna and Wilcza Street.
On the opposite corner a fat girl

with red hair and white flesh loitered.

Upstairs the row of windows

were dark. Craning his neck

(barely a star in sight)

Sorrow unto Death urges his friend

to come the corner bar for a shot of vodka.

A cab went by and from it burst a cackle

of drunken men, there were five of them

crammed into a little cab.

The cabbie must be plastered too,

he moos: "Maria, my little Maria.”

Sings and cackles. Suddenly he lifts his head as if looking up
for her, his little Maria.

Every thing, | muse, looking at it coolly,

every thing has its hieroglyph

in this world of illusion (see Franz von Baader,
Spiritus Sidereum) -- (ah, the vulgarity of my subjects
wears me down to the bone). Sorrow unto Life
stood stock still, overcome by disgust.

The heavens had cleared up. (Sorrow unto Life
knew all the stars, called them by their names:

he'd been that way since childhood, when he lived in the Universum.
Flammarion was his Virgil there,

Alpha Andromeda didn't favor him

but he confided his sorrows to Cassiopeia;

and gazing up at the murky tangles in the heavens
he offered his own hair to Queen Berenice,
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it was long, wavy, reddish,
the only ornament for his ugly face.
She accepted it. Years later, when he'd lost his teeth as well.
And so he wandered around Warsaw and gazed at the firmament
and stroking his bald spot, enjoyed the image
of the tragic queen in its red locks:
those were the only links he still had to the heavens,
as having lost his youth his faith also suffered.)
Now, as has been stated, overcome by disgust
he turned, leaned his forehead against the candy shop's steel barrier,
turned again: "I'm not drinking today!" he cried
"One drink! Just one!”
Sorrow unto Death whispered to persuade him.
"Just one, | beg you, I implore you."
The other shook his head in refusal,
until he was dizzy.
And he felt so sick, he had an urge to vomit.
He looked around, bent over the gutter, but couldn't vomit.
Vis a vis, crouched over the opposite gutter,
the fat girl in the headscarf,
legs spread, was peeing like a horse.
His friend stuck two fingers into his throat.
It helped. Thank God. Sorrow unto Death
waved a hand. And waving,
opened the door to the Corner bar.
Rich odors of tongue, vodka,
voices and light burst from the bar,
and the night was dark, the moon on the wane,
a steam car whistled from the +elazna Street tracks.
Sorrow unto Life
noticed when his friend's arm waved
that it was flayed of skin down to the bone
only the thumb had dirty gobs of flesh
hanging on it helplessly.
At that moment the drunken whore started to howl
to the half moon as it rose like a flare,
red and gorgeous over Wilcza Street.
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Sentimental Kitsch

Down the Champs-Elysees sober people stroll,

individuals absolutely devoid of illusions.

On the other hand, the air swarms with delusions, they're in the air

-- here you have a true rendez-vous of chic delusions.

At noon | saw a little girl running, in tears,

imagine something like that happening here.

She pushed away compassionate bores, crying: il est mort... il est mort...
Who's dead? Who, | ask, is dead?

A woman selling newspapers leaned from a kiosk and whispered in one breath:
Stalin.

They've killed him. The Algerians. Why?

Among them (the bores) was a black Venus in a mink coat.

There was a gray-haired gentleman, very distinguished,

though with severe rheumatism,

in a zebra-stripe coat.

He sized her (the black girl) up in one sharp glance

and led her to his orange carriage.

Come to think of it, this must have been a dance. Like a Sanders ballet.
It took place in a vast Mediterranean aquarium,

in which small but numerous flotillas of memories swam,

defeated, sadly, sadly defeated Armadas of dreams,

icebergs of unconfessed thoughts,

the giant battleship Frustration,

submarines of repressed desires,

and their sex-starved greedy periscopes

peering around in vain for herds of Oceanids,

who were all the while playing in the caves of hysteria's sunken Atlantis.
That, at least, was what could be inferred from the face of the woman selling newspapers
-- an old oyster in her shell plastered with posters

near Roosevelt metro station.
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From Whispers on Tape

**k%x

To my waking eyes
it was given to see -- not in a dream --
what no one has yet seen with impunity.

*k%x

Farm hands grope their way through a thicket of ferns
on midsummer night, aided by slow glow-worms.
That's not for you. Why would you need it?

since behind the floaty silver veil

the breasts mercifully bend toward you

and the stars' drink is inexhaustible, strong and sweet.

*k%x

To my poem, who am 1?

The one it dreams

persistently.

When it opens its eyes:

| stand at the headboard,

a usurper with a sacrificial knife
from which coagulating blood
of ink slowly drips.
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*k%x

My old eyes derive

so much unearned joy
from our Parc de Sceaux,
the gift of dukes long
dead. And I think:
historical ingratitude

is the ugliest fault

of Marxists.

*k%x

Through the gneiss,
through the chalk
through the clay

of living matter
pain

seeps drop

by drop

(common, physical,
not spiritual).

*k%x

What is pain to poetry? Poetry isn't a sick ward --

declares the national bard.

He builds towers out of nylon words --

"archegonia” spawning socialist "afterimages".

(Maybe the reverse: "afterimages of an archegonium,” O,

how melancholy that sounds from a songster of optimism.)

He holds the laurels tight on his bardic locks,

so his rivals' greedy claws can't rip them off.

My hand is getting numb, he complains to the kids. That's not pain, sonny.
May the Lord grant you good health to the very end.
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*k%x

What does pain care for thought? What does thought care for pain?
(I speak of common thought, not philosophical, not social).

What does a cross-eyed

existentialist

from the fancy-ass neighborhoods

care about it?

*k%x

My dread is of the Pacific.

An enormous pike with a sail (is it red?)

on its bristling backbone. It flutters in a wind
that always blows fiercely here.

| turn on my side in my shell.

Ha -- its slime burns the flesh all the more.

*k%x

A nest still warm. The pulp of warm bread.

Fortify yourself within yourself

so you don't spill any of its aroma.

You were hungry so long.

Stuck out on a long wooden paddle -- remember!

He who fell asleep in humiliation will arise in glory...
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*k%x

After a nembutal night, a percodan morning

in its pearly radiance. A pearl from the pain of snails.
Under the black mask your old eyes

look inward. Will they see through to the pearl?

Will you fish out from pain's ashes the pearl of joy?
With your brutish fingers?

*k%x

This non-dream, dreamier than a dream.

The pulp of burning pain. But you are already seized by a wave, wide, from far away,
the breath of its ebbs and tides. Rituals:

what sign will you make with your bony fingers

on the starched linen?... Now go back to sleep,

you aspiring skeleton.

Berkeley, December 1964

*k%x

To save from sleep the warmth of her hand.
It would last him all winter, as
it preserves that memory of footsteps in the tunnel.
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*k%x

The poets lie: she lived.

On a summer evening she danced a pavane,
between the little courts of the Infanta. Not to forget
how her eyes died out,

when the grave shone in them,

from sockets so empty

not even an acheronta atropos would nest there.

*k%x

Did he love a living woman? A dead one? Did she love him alive? Dead? Both at once?
Now split in two, are they now moving away from him? Toward him? One away from
him? The other toward him? Two weeping faces over a blackness washed of all
expression.

*k%x

Having given us into brief custody

the morning inevitably comes for us,

paying a paltry price,

which a merciless usurer will take from us with cruel
interest.
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*k%x

"Why are your poems so sad?" an old woman asked me at a reading in Warsaw, at the
Writer's Union.

"Why is your life so sad?" | asked, looking into her face strained by unceasing waiting,
standing in lines for a pound of empty promises.

Then mercy imposed itself, throwing a thin,

violent veil over us like in Quattrocento paintings --

in the amphitheater of the Writers' Union in Warsaw,

which was the scene of so much monstrousness --

and we both disappeared into the night,

which happily for us was summery and starlit.

*k%x

Who will give me hemlock in the silver cup
which is my only family heirloom.
I won't drink it from any other cup.

*k%x

Day follows day and night sails after night. It would probably be much better if they
didn't keep interrupting each other. But it wasn't | who determined this order and you
don't enter a strange convent with your own rule. So let day once again sail after night
and let night follow day. Or the other way around. And so not knowing how to remedy it,
I sit by the pond in the Parc de Sceaux and wait until a fish is hooked on my extended
rod. I know that I don't have enough days to do it. All the better. | will stand before the
final judge carrying one less fish.
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*k%x

"What is the sun for?" a boy building a sand castle asked me.

I stood in front of him, covering him with my shadow.

"What is shadow for?" he asked. And | saw sadness enter his voice for the first time,
never to leave it.

**k%x

I loved cockroaches. Watching in the kitchen how they stop and freeze, very occasionally
moving their whiskers. In meditation, in ecstasy? | couldn't figure it out. And to this day |
can't accept the irrevocable law by which I cannot know anything about what goes on in
the heart of a cockroach when it freezes -- apparently or truly -- on its mystical point.

*k%x

When it came down to it, | didn't want to live. | hadn't yet read Ecclesiastes, or
Consolationes, or even Nietzsche, who repeated after them and after his master from
Gdansk: And when you sing, | will rise up at your feasts, then | will stand up among you
and intone my song, that it were better not to be born at all, or having been born, better to
die at once. | did that. A midwife forced me to live by slapping my behind. The thought
of suicide found me first when I was seven. After my first slap from my mother | sat
under our family table, where in the nether corners of the table top | kept my treasures:
stamps from Zanzibar and Tanganika, foreign coins, bits of ribbon, pebbles gathered on
the slopes of the Citadel, dried butterflies -- and I tried to asphyxiate myself with a folded
towel. And ever since, suicide obsesses me every night before 1 go to sleep, when I lie
down surrounded with bottles of sleeping aids, medications that will grant me death.
Today | believe that the days of our lives are written in the Heavenly Book. And whoever
thinks he can change anything at all, in any respect, is crazy.
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*k%x

Some night I'll get pregnant and swim into the concave heavens with my belly sticking
out. Sand falls in time's hourglass, the record's circle turns and turns, but have no
illusions. This is all happening under the moon of Satan. Here it smells of heliotrope; a
little farther on, dahlias strut proudly in all the colors of the sunset, the setting day. But
their pride is without sin. From a stylized little bridge I look at the water-lilies and
brandy-cottles in an elegant pond. And swallows, flying off to sleep in the tops of the
slender high twisted poplars, cast shadows on them.

*k%x

To invent something or other in a poem, a novel. Why? So much has already been
invented, our fathers ate the apple and we, their late grandchildren, got the toothache.
And with our dental prostheses we have to chew our way through what our minds invent
in poems and novels, risking that our false teeth will fall onto the plate, to our shame and
the disgust of the company. So what remains to us, who doomed ourselves to
disappointment, disappointments, to the profession of writers. What remains to us?
Nothing, apparently. And so we bang on our typewriters, cross things out, cover white
pages with babble about nothing. Incessant babble about nothing. And now statuesque
people sleep in a still, grand residence, where | built my house for the umpteenth time. |
get up from a bed which I, an old man, hate more and more, can stand less and less. A
sneering memento -- my bed, a sneering memento mori. But what a sneer, what a
mockery. | close the door so Ola can't hear me, and put on my favorite music. My taste in
music is backward, like the poetic tastes of musical innovators. And anyway, I've long
since thrown that word on the garbage heap, like a peanut shell from which I didn't
extract anything. And | walk barefoot on the gleaming floor. Back and forth. Back and
forth. Back and forth. I don't know what to do with myself. | wait for the day to wake the
birds outside the window, dearest companions, wisest companions. For the day to wake
the pigeons outside the window, though I can't stand them, their relentless cooing, so |
draw the curtains, put my black sleep mask over my eyes, take a nembutal and burrow
under the quilt to sleep through the worst hour -- awakening. The worst hour between the
second and third awakening. Tomorrow, tomorrow -- if everone reflected on the meaning
of that word they would wish to die -- today. Yesterday, yesterday -- if everyone reflected
on the meaning of that word, they'd wish to die with its decline -- yesterday. Today, today
-- if everyone reflected on the meaning of that word, they'd wish to live the fullest
possible life: ants, swallows, elephants, hyenas, and even human beings. | wished to live
the life of a butterfly or a swallow, or a deer, or even an elephant. I will end my days in a
madhouse, an old ragman soiling himself. We should sing hymns to night! But our nights
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have been ruined by neon light: Dry Martini, Wat 69 -- they lure the eye with blinking
color. And the roof of the mouth tastes of pharmakon nepenthes. We should sing hymns
to the night, but night will be abolished by the builders of socialism. We will be exposed
to the full radiance of the sun on our rancid skin, which every passing day, every passing
hour displays a tanner's advancing depravity.

*k%x

The poor author of Swann, freezing in his fur coat with its threadbare shawl collar, took a
few measured steps around his room, and when the memory of a salon warmed him, he
threw his fur coat on a threadbare sofa and, leaving his slippers on the torn divan, lay
down on the little painted iron bed from the Galerie Barbeés -- and died. And so
importunately, like a neverending gramophone record, passes the glory of man.

*k%x

You were drawn to a woman's warmth -- it's good inside, safe as in a baker's oven.
But I trembled, full of premonitions that strong arms would shove me into hell.

176



65

Last Poem

A wife's faithfulness and devotion sanctify existence.

He would have cast stones at his fellows.
He soils the walls of the cave.

His skull is milling with boiling pitch.
And his dreams are wet.

Transfigured by his wife's purity
beautiful Orpheus -- his stride unhalting,
his lute golden-stringed, makes for Hades
which will never let him go.
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Punctuation Marks
(For silent reading)
For Witold Wirpsza

Between you and here
are contained all our daily
and non-daily affairs; you --
isn't that sometimes capitalized? and written: You?
but here is just one thing:
an inch of dirt,
just an inch, just dirt, and nothing else, ever,
beneath two feet
(orphaned?)
Stone falls, Star sobs, Hand
will vanish... is vanishing... has vanished,
after which, with a nameless regularity
on the heavy soft warm dark clouds
Wenn einer, wie sie, sein will und nicht
ein gleiches dulden, der Schwarmer
a rainbow appears...
(as usual, my friend: the first objective mirage of our childhood).

Paris, November 25, 1966
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A Trifle on Poetry. Also on Ethics, Politics, and on a Few Other Unrelated Things

These days, a poem is a theology, granted! Sacrificium intellectus.

The Docetists versus the Ebionites, though -- what are their disputes to me?

Or the Skamander poets versus Przybo$? (A long time ago | ran out

of the house na przybo!, barefoot, into the joyous glory of the morning.)

Is Apollo Apollyon? I grant you that too (a propos, what about Marsyas?

I inquire in vain of all my friends). But Christ's concord with Belial?

I seek not to understand that I may believe. | believe that | may understand

-- Saint Anselm of Canterbury said it... But how would it be if you had said:
Amor dei intellectualis, like the Amsterdam diamond cutter?

Or: Amor fati, like the deranged visionary of Sils Maria.

Or as in Konigsberg: The starry sky above us... as that clerk scolded us today.
Anyway, the aforementioned visionary already figured out: Zum kategorischen
Imperativ gehort ein Imperator (cf. F. Nietzsche, Posthumous Writings).

In other words: Der Konig (read: Imperator) ist zum indischen Fatum
erhobener Mensch (the poet Novalis of Gaéttingen, Antropologische Fragmente).
What if you say: Flectere si nequeo, Acheronta movebo

as the Jewish quack from Vienna reminded us just in time.

In other words la lettera di sangre entra (Donoso Cortes in Madrid, 1848)?
And that villain Lenin, from the monstruous empire Mother Russia:

Let every cook know how to rule a state, to which Bucharin replied,

that's all fine and dandy, as long as we set a commissar to watch over each cook...
Again I've slipped on the rotting corpse of politics, and I'd sworn to myself...
Rot is rot, after all: Politics is Fate, as my Caesar Napoleon said

when Goethe was lecturing him about a Schicksalstragddie by Voltaire

titled Mahomet, and the emperor interrupted: Schicksalstragddie?

That belongs to ages past. Politics is Fate. This was at the Congress of Erfurt
in the lovely year of 1808, in the salon am Erker, at a window out of which,

O tourist, you can see a Rococo guard. It's still there, a toy from toylike times,
now so remote. Politics is Fate. Don't let that slip from memory,

if you don't want it to grind you into the rot, the shit.

Fight it. Against it. Against Fate. Remember:

a contemporary of those guys, your great grandfather lIzrael,

a Kozienice maggid, taught: the Shehina has seventy faces

and each one is true. His late great grandson, ha, | doubt this.

In a nocturnal flight over the Sahara desert seventy lights appear on the horizon,
and only one is true. Which one? Guess. So you guess with death

in your heart. As the late lamented young Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

so beautifully described. Ach, everything gets muddled in my old brain.

In Oxford, at Maudlin College (that's how they pronounce it, more or less)
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all the gargoyles jeered at me, laughing till they burst.
Though they're hideous: without bellies, their bellies shook.

That was no fata morgana.
That's all I know for sure.
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Philosopher

He suffers from nausea, but it's spiritual.
It isn't envy causing him pain,

nor vainglory.

The self-hatred

of the underground man

of the Third + Fourth + Fifth Republic?

A childhood lost.

The child prodigy will not become a respectable citizen,
or mayor, minister, president, academician, merde alors,
or wear the Commanders' sash. He could have done.

He doesn't want to.

He will not be admired by a respectable wife.

Nor by grandchildren. Nor by fellow citizens.

Nor by his students. Nor by posterity.

He could have been. He doesn't want to be. (God, how he'd want it. If
he could want anything. He can't.)

Two billion people of color starving to death? They're starving.
Cubans suffering under a cult of the leader? They're suffering.

Black men being lynched? They're being lynched.

Arabs thrown off bridges? So they are.

Vietnamese burned with napalm? So they are.

Secret policemen sing in harmony: Peace, Mir, Pace, Pokoj? They do.

And when the white Yankee, all puffed up in his whiteness, remains on top,
what do you do, Philosopher?
You shoot from your arsenal of words, a word for a word, wordward. At a fence.

| don't want to! -- you cry in your sleep. You wake in a sweat.

With a Wonderlight you stand before the mirror,

which gives you back your enormous face,

your two dull eyes with a squint, soft lips,

the forehead of a slave and a body of hemorrhoidal hue, but white. God, how white!
If only it were black! Dusky dark! You pray for a miracle.

There are no miracles, sunshine. So you feel sick.

Not spiritually. Literally. Though you're a teetotaller,
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you drink only tapwater and milk, liters of milk,
remember what Baudelaire said about drinkers of milk, and Mendés-France...
Nausea isn't pain, sunshine. And the God whom you don't want

will not send you pain. And you'll die painlessly.

And they'll bury you, not in a common pit,

but in a mausoleum. At the State's expense. And the Party's.

With an allegory of Philosophy and Freedom. And multilingual crowds
(as well as hawkers of Coke) will make pilgrimages there,

to lay oak wreaths at the monument

to the Thinker,

leaning on his elbow atop a concrete pyre of the works of all those
who taught us to choose, ergo

to be free, ergo to be.
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Even if | lower a heavy lid over an eye, in vain --
through its skin, coarse, common, I'm touched
by tenderness. And the body's pain that stands between us wanes
for a moment and brings our hands together under its stole. Only
to triumph again later, to rise triumphant,
like that girl who drove her clunky Buick with the radio blaring
into our yard on Benvenue Street. Yes --
but the fact is
that the flame died down for a moment, just one,
to lay bare the eyes
of love,
which are stronger than death.

Palma de Mallorca
December 25, 1966
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Dream in a Hotel

This is what | dreamt, exactly, a minute ago:

I'm inside our elevator. There's only one button.

| push it. A lightning fast elevator. Up: + ,

i.e. an infinity above my horizontal line,

the 4th floor of Hotel Majorica in Palma de Mallorca

and down: - ,, i.e. an infinity below the line.

"This is paradise. And that is hell,” the digital voice

of a stewardess explains, slightly hoarse, very sexy.

"The difference is only in the signs + and -."

And so it flits between heaven and hell, countless

times, always n + 1. If only the poet Blake were here,

I sigh, a great poet, he who married heaven and hell.

Seconds for me. To an outside observer --

quintillions of astronomical years. And there's no stop

button. Scripture, | think, promised us immortality.

But an outside observer? Does one still exist? Am I,

poor elevator man, always so polite to customers,

not the last passenger in the orphaned universe?...
And at this doubt, | wake up. Sharp,

rejuvenated, as if I'd taken one of the world cruises

featured in New Yorker ads. But in this hotel room,

which is turning at a snail-like pace around the sun,

and with it through the galaxies, at a speed that

even in a dream, in a utopia, the Communists' ideal,

does not exceed 300,000 kilometers per second

-- | felt stupid, to tell the truth... two Nembutals,

and -- rockaby, poet. May you have sweet dreams!

Just as long as they're not science fiction. | hate it,

It bores me to death.
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Dedication

The flames already at my feet. A torch, invisible,

burns my face and my eyelid with bitter

hatred rises on the eye which remains

under the scalding seal of night. It falls uncertainly

on the serene mahogany of a Spanish cabinet,

on the half-dark of a white wall, on a heavy gray plush curtain.
Beyond it, I know, is the sea,

my sea, in its sunlit glory,

and a white ship is moored opposite. As if it were waiting for me,
the latecomer,

and calling with the voice of a Siren.

But it will not carry us to narcotic islands

where the flower pharmakon nepenthes blooms for me all night.
And the watery element, indifferent, won't put out the flames
burning my poor, my miserable human body.

And suddenly

my eyes open to yours -- anxious, questioning,

What do they answer? How will they sing

their response? And suddenly

that knocking, percussive, directed

and always full of fright, at time past, fright for now,

at the eternity of the day ahead of me, at the time to come,

turned to a trembling. Of joy. In the sway

of joy. Which of you, arme Menschenkinder,

can deepen a second of this joy, from your rested bodies, ready to run,
to go, to move in a frenzy? A second of this trembling? This sway?
Neither angels’ wings, they are material, nor the wings of a butterfly
-- they are too physical too,

lift the pain and joy of the poor human body.

A tremble of joy! By what miracle does it lift the weight of pain?
By what miracle does the eye, forever burned anew, lacerated, hiding in vain
behind an ordinary eyelid,

by what miracle does it see

two tender eyes, two inexhaustible wells? Which of those

whose bodies, rested by night, move to run, after joy, after delight,
which of you knows

what tenderness

is?
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The poor word "tenderness”. The poor word "love".

We were already bride and groom when we were

where you arrive from with your memory extinguished.
Both now old, with marks carved by the long hard journey,
we together bear the pain of my body.

The suffering of the poor human body, to whom is it necessary?
-- Expiation? that's so far behind me now --

neither God nor Evil. And He, too, bore it until sundown.
My God! Infinite is the number of my evenings.

And mornings, and afternoons, and nights. And in no temple
was the veil rent in twain, and no sun obscured

His glory. And the sea is still the sea in its sunlit radiance.
And the ship waits and departs from other islands,

without us.
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Ode

We needed India, so that a Madras table cloth would hide the stains
from our foods and spices, thick sauces, meats still steaming
with blood, for we have no washing machine, a wash tub is
beyond our strength, and dry cleaning is damned expensive;

We needed India, to sing hymns from the Rig Veda at the table, we
as yet have no record player and the Japanese transistor emits
a wild beat, wounding our subtle cortex, destroying delicate
threads of equilibrium barely recovered after Méniére's;

We needed India to say to a beggar woman tat twam asi -- | am You,
instead of: bugger off, you monkey, and to offer our sisters
brothers to our god Shiva;

We needed India so that plague, pox, cholera, those three jolly sisters
and their brother leprosy would stop, heads bowed respectfully
at the thresholds of our sacred dwellings guarded by the brass
of diverse religions: mezuzahs, amulets, lucky charms, and
DDT powder;

We needed India so that we could stuff ourselves like pigs, in style,
sleep late in feather beds, in style, screw ourselves silly, in
style, so that monster gods, mask gods, animal gods would
not defile our handsome civilized dreams.

Paris, 1963--Palma, March 1967
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An Attempt at Genealogy
(A Sketch for the First Two Stanzas)

My ancestor Rashi danced on Simchat Torah.

He taught in Troyes under Philippe I.

When Godfrey of Bouillon set off for the Holy Land,

the two consulted until dawn

locked in his astronomical tower,

until his pupils came running: "Rabbi, it's time for morning prayers.”
The day after the next was a day of alarm, when the paupers set off
after Godfrey -- after all, Rashi was dancing, it was Simchat Torah.
He also taught at Mainz and Worms. The fired-up Allemani

burnt down his study-house there on Kristallnacht in 1938.

My forefather's glosses on the books of the Old Testament

still endure, in Aramaic, in every edition.

My grandsons will be subjects of the Count of Paris. And so the circle will close,
the more than three-hundred-year episode in my fatherland

on the cold river Wista.

My greatgrandfather Izrael, a maggid from Kozienice, danced on Simchat Torah,

a miracle worker and clairvoyant. Prince Adam consulted him: about what?

They were hearty stock, the Muscovite gave them -- peasants -- the surname Chwatt.
In my grandfather's hut in Truskolaskie they forged weapons for participants in the
Uprising,

among whom his rebellious brother Berek died (Korzon writes about it).

My grandfather lived to be eighty-seven. On Simchat Torah, having eaten a goose
and drunk a flask of Rhenish wine, he said a prayer, turned to the wall,

and gave up the ghost. That was in 1870. My father was his youngest child

with his third wife from the handsome family Loria

(her uncle was a canon who served Mass at the Stephanskirche -- on Simchat Torah?)
| was her favorite, that gorgeous old lady with her little face like an apple

under a velvet cap embroidered with pearls. She unwrapped oranges for me

from a red shawl from Madras. Those two shades of red, | remember,

loved each other like incestuous siblings.
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In the Mountains

Creeping along a narrow ledge up high,

| reached the cave. Let's say it was Poliphemus.

He was crunching on a collarbone. Warming himself

at a fire (it was July outside). He ordered me

to crouch nearby. | fell on the earthen floor

amused for a moment by the alarm of the roaches. Then
| raised my eyes to him with tremendous awe.

He had one eye, in the middle of his forehead. And it
was sunken inward, always inward, to the inside.

It followed -- with concern! -- the work of the networks
of nerves, veins, and the like, muscle tremors,

the flutterings of mucous membranes, and what turns into
the stomach's softness, the skeleton's sudden movements
-- a factory sadly not regular enough,

its configurations always different, unforeseeable,

which obviously gave him concern. He stretched out a hand.
Toward me. Withdrew it. And again he stuck out

his hand toward the flames. The fireplace was black
with a century's soot. He was burning bones. Intertwined
with branches. | recognized poplar, birch and pine.
Although it's a land of palms and bougainvillea.

| take advantage of the hearty fatigue of his reverie

and whoosh, I made my escape. Again the narrow ledge
up high. But with a bad conscience: he must be beating
his chest with regret that he'd let me get away.

I on the other hand see the sea and, close up,

a coot, green scales, and the sea bed shining green

with basalt, the way I love it: it enchanted me once

and for all in Haldane Macfall, The Birth of Venus.

| was seven. Amazing: true to a fascination

for sixty years! So jauntily, jauntily onward.

It's absolutely not a matter of indifference

what sort of death you die.
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In May

In May before five in the morning the ravine fills up with a crowd of indistinct figures.
They march, not knowing the route, now ahead, now back.
From above, from the edge of a steep cliff, shepherds in canvas hats
shower them with napalm. Around eight in the morning, disgusted by the stench
and perhaps hankering for their own fat pastures,
they fly off in helicopters.
From below it's hard not to admire the metallic shine
casting off rainbows in the sunlight. And their insectlike flight against the backdrop of
the lovely
world of May
on which a sharp eye can still make out the outline of a vanishing Jesus.
Having buried their dead, the indistinct figures have squatted down; some
in the brambles, some near the May trees, or on the fragrant heather.
Having dealt with their uncleanliness and resentments, the indistinct ones marched on,
ahead again, back again. This was repeated every day, with ever-changing participants.
Until on these parts a silence fell, no doubt a blessing.
So you know the heavenly being is on the move, vera in cessu patuit dea.
"Fate begrudged me her," I grouch, tossing and turning in bed at five a.m. in May
in diesem wunderschonem Monat Mai, also being from a tribe
doused in poison gas. Until | too fell asleep,
though our little bird was already chirping, and a hot wind blowing
from the Parc de Sceaux.

May 3, 1967
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Two A.M. A long way till dawn.

A cry woke me up. Was it a call?

A threat? A spell? In words,

if they are words,

that I don't understand.

| don't understand

the tone of them, either.

Is it worth waking a man up,

if he can't understand a thing, not a thing?
True,

after the cry, after the echo, after the silence,
a marble statue will enter the ward

and stand in a corner, where nearly an age ago
a clock

with a brass disc

of lethal sharpness

sank into the softness

of my throat.

| can't say

that I wasn't warned

in time.
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On Good Friday, when the bells toll midnight

| step away from the altar. I quit the gathering of the faithful,

their sweet converse of saints is not for me. They'll start looking for me
on Holy Saturday and Palm Sunday, and then on Fat Thursday

--with knives-- among those whom a respectable old lady

(the one who threw brushwood onto Hus's pyre)

saw sticking needles in the Holy Host.

| want to return to the Wailing Wall barefoot, over sharp rocks.

That is my place. If only I'd never left it.

I might just run off on the road to Emmaus. If | could lay my stiff fingers
in the wounds of Man. Those truly will never heal. Ever.

The rest is silence.
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| withdrew into a shell of thought:
all words were taken away from me,
bar one.

Perhaps they were only ever on loan,
for a certain time?

Perhaps they were only ever on show,
to tempt the eye of a passerby?

and now it's night, the deep of night?

That word, preserved until last

-- | am not allowed to utter it:

birds would fall out of the sky.

And a thunderbolt from the clouds
would strike the heart of the one I love,
the one who will visit my grave,

so we will both find solace there

in a silence

without words.
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POEMS IN ORDER OF COMPOSITION

1962

Mediterranean Poems, completed January through April

To lIsaiah (Paris, May)

In the Bois de Boulogne (May)

Notes to Books of the Old Testament: Little Delilah (Paris, June)
An Oxford Turtle (July)

"While he trembled in mortal fear in Gethsemane™ (Christmas Eve)

A King and a King's Dreams

1963

"Fire of stars and fire of bones™

Evocation (February)

At night, always at the selfsame hour (February)
Invocation (February)

Holderlin (February)

"What can | do if to you™ (Paris, July)
Departure of Antaeus (Paris, October)
Biography (Paris, October)

Elements for a Portrait (October)

Skin and Death (November)

Lumen obscurum (November)

"Take a harp, go about the city™ (Paris, Nov 22)

Dream

194



1964

From a Basket (January 21)

To the Book of Jonah (Berkeley, February)

"Here at the fireplace the apocalyptic received the apoplectic* (Berkeley, May 24)
From Florentine Memories (Kaiser Hospital, Oakland)

On Our Street (Berkeley, July)

Humiliated (October 25)

From Whispers on Tape: "That non-dream...” (Berkeley, December)

"The comrades ate from the golden plates, drank™ (Berkeley, December)

A Report on the Night of October 29 to 30, 1964

A Wise Neurologist in San Francisco

1965

"Snakes and dragonflies” (Berkeley, February)

"What am | doing in the ghostly city of San Francisco?" (San Francisco, June)

From Whispers on Tape: "The cruelty of the invaders"” (June 19)

An Attempt to Describe the Last Skirmish of the Second World War (Berkeley, July)
After the Battle (Paris, September)

1905-1920-1965

1966

Last Poem (I1) (June 19)

Farewell to Summer (Paris, December)

In the Bulrushes (Antony, December)

"Since you know they were intended for you" (Paris, December)
Bookkeeping (Palma, Christmas)

"Even if | lower a heavy lid over an eye, in vain --" (Palma, December 25)

Punctuation Marks
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1967

Bride (Palma, January 18-19)

Dream in a Hotel (January 24)

On a Walk (Palma, January)

Dedication (Palma, March)

Sur les reliefs (Paris, April)

Ode 11 (April)

Ode ("We needed India...")

In May (May 3)

"The supernatural beauty of things” (May 29)
Last Poem (I) (May 31)

From Hesiod (June 4)

"On Good Friday, when the bells toll midnight” (June 8)
"I withdrew into a shell of thought™ (July)

Undated

A Trifle on Poetry. Also on Ethics, Politics, and on a Few Other Unrelated Things
From a Letter to Witkacy

In the Mountains

To the Psalms

To the Book of Kings |

"Our nanny, Anusia Mikulak"

My Brother's Dream

An Attempt at Genealogy

Little Landscape 1939

On a Train
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"Last night, well after midnight"
"A square across the way"
In a Literary Café
Hymn
"Two A.M. A long way till dawn."
"Why do they say she died?"
"My brothers' ash, a clutch so scant™
"He was a keeper of sheep in the Negev desert."
Ode |
Ode 11
Nostaligic Kitsch
Sentimental Kitsch
Philosopher
From Whispers on Tape:
"Faces of stone™
"A whisper to the stonecutters™
"The mixer of paints pour cinnabar"
The plaster will fall, patina consume the stone™
"Papers crumbled, consumed by time and moths."
"To my waking eyes"
"Farm hands gropes their way through a thicket of ferns"
"To my poem, who am [?"
"My old eyes derive"
"Through the gneiss”
"What is pain to poetry? Poetry isn't a sick ward --"
"What is thought to pain? What is pain to thought?"
"My dread is of the Pacific"
"A nest still warm"

"After a nembutal night, a percodan morning"
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"To salvage from sleep the warmth of her hand"
"The poets lied: she was alive.”

"Did he love a living woman?"

"Having given us into brief custody"

"Why are your poems so sad?"

"Who will give me hemlock in the silver cup”
"Day follows day and night sails after night."”
"What is the sun for?"

"I love cockroaches."

"When it came down to it, I didn't want to live."
"Some night I'll get pregnant”

"To invent something or other in a poem, a novel. Why?"
"The poor author of Swann"

"You were drawn to a woman's warmth"
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CHRONOLOGY

Titles of Wat's Polish and French publications are given here in English translation for
the sake of brevity. (No English translations of Wat were published during his life.)

1900 Aleksander Chwat born on May 1 in Warsaw as the third son to Mendel and
Rozalia Chwat; beside his brothers Aron and Moryc there are three sisters, Czestawa
(Czesia), Seweryna (Seda), and Ewa; a younger brother, Dawid (Dadek), will follow.

1903 AW teaches himself to read and breaks his nose in an accident.

1905 Revolution breaks out against the Russian imperial authorities. AW recalls "my
father and sister returned home bloody from the massacre on Theater Square, and I used
to sing and lead my playmates around the courtyard with a little red flag.” (MC 71) AW
learns to read before beginning to attend a Russian school in Warsaw.

1909 First Futurist manifesto by F.T. Marinetti published in Paris.

1913 Beilis trial in Kiev: Menachem Mendel Beilis, a Kiev Jew, accused of blood libel;
although he is acquitted by a jury of Russian peasants, the trial allowed anti-Semites to
air their views. Running in the street, AW crashes into a Catholic priest, who calls
him"you Beilis".

1914 The Russian Empire enters World War | on the side of the Triple Alliance of France
and Britain after the Austrian-Hungarian empire invades Serbia.

1915 In Zurich, Dada performances by Tristan Tzara and others are held at Café Voltaire.
On August 5, the German army occupies Warsaw. Mendel Chwat, deprived of a Russian
market, falls into debt. AW switches to a Polish school, the Roch Kowalski classical
gymnasium in Warsaw. Gains entry to a university seminar conducted by Professor T.
Kotarbi!ski after he writes a summary in German of the Critique of Pure Reason.
Engaged as physics tutor to another boy, AW offers him a series of talks on the Italian
Renaissance.

1917 February Revolution in Russia, followed by Bolshevik Revolution in October. AW
imposes on himself a regime of discipline, including a three-day fast without water.

1918 AW sits final exams; plans to flee to Russia with two school friends are foiled. In
the fall, enters University of Warsaw as a philosophy student. In November, Poland
becomes independent for the first time in more than two centuries after the German
surrender ends World War 1. Toward the end of the year, AW and his Futurist comrade
Anatol Stern launch their Futurist campaign with a pamphlet titled TAK (Yes); no copies
survive, but AW later describes it as proclaiming an "absolute approval of modernity".
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Stern and Wat engage in public pranks, including giving parodic anti-Semitic talks to a
group of young Zionists, which ends in a brawl. Birth of "Aleksander Wat."

1919 February 8: First Polish Futurist event at a concert hall on Mazowiecka Street in
Warsaw: "Wieczur podtropikalny urz*dzony przez biatych murzynow" (Subtropical
Evening Organized by White Negroes), including poetry readings and nude appearances
that cause women to flee the hall. Other events follow, including several at the literary
café "Under the Picador,” home to the Skamander group which includes the poets Antoni
Stonimski, Julian Tuwim, Jarostaw Iwaszkiewicz and Jan Lecho!. After a police search
in February, the Picador is shut down in March.

1920 ME from One Side and ME from the Other Side of My Pug-Iron Stove. In
December, the Futurist pamphlet gga is published in an edition of 500 copies; written by
AW and A. Stern, it proclaims: "Civilization and culture with its justice -- to the trash
heap. we choose simplicity vulgarity health triviality laughter. laughter fattens the soul
and gives its strong sturdy legs. we renounce dignity, seriousness, pietism, voluntarily.
we will use laurels with which you crown us to season our meals."

1921 AW meets the artist and writer Witkacy (Stanistaw Ignacy Witkiewicz) in
Zakopane. "He welcomed me stark naked, and while talking and looking at me, he
immediately urinated into a chamber pot." In February, the police confiscate gga on
grounds of immorality. A volume of Rimbaud in Polish translation (by Tuwim and
Iwaszkiewicz) is published.

1922 AW joins Union of Polish Writers. In these years, AW publishes both poetry and
short fiction in various periodicals including Skamander, Nowa Sztuka (New Art) and its
successor Zwrotnica (The Switch).

1923 A right-wing government takes power in Poland. AW meets Paulina Lew, called
Ola, drama student and daughter of a wealthy Jewish family, at a party at the Warsaw
School of Drama, and falls in love. The Lews disapprove of the relationship.

1924 AW, backed by artist Henryk Berlewi and poet Stanistaw Brucz, starts a short-lived
advertising company, Reklama-Mechano. AW publishes a short story, "Prowokator,™ in
the first issue of the Communist periodical Nowa Kultura.

1926 In May, Marshall Jozef Pi#sudski carries out a coup d'état and establishes the
sanacja regime, which seeks to unite left, right and center in a coalition dominated by the
military. AW enlists in Polish chapter of PEN. AW's first Paris visit lasts from May to
October.

1927 On January 24, AW marries Paulina Lew in a Warsaw synagogue; the bride's
parents deprive their son-in-law of a dowry. Vladimir Mayakovsky visits Warsaw and
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meets AW -- whom he calls "a born futurist” -- on several occasions. AW publishes the
short story collection Bezrobotny Lucyfer (Lucifer Unemployed).

1928 After the closing down of the leftist monthly Lever, which sponsored Mayakovsky's
first visit to Warsaw, AW forms a discussion group with the intellectuals connected to the
magazine, including poet Wladys#aw Broniewski, editor Jan Hempel, Edward Stawar,
Stanistaw Stande, artist and set designer Wiadystaw Daszewski, and theater director Leon
Schiller. AW publishes a Polish translation of Dostoevsky's The Brothers Karamazov.

1929 According to AW's later report, Mayakovsky passes through Warsaw again in a
mood of dejection. AW participates in producing the "facto-montage” Social Policy of
R.P (Republic of Poland), a propaganda play including skits and film portraying
conditions in Polish industry. AW and Ola travel to Berlin and Paris, where AW makes
contact with leftist intellectuals including Friedrich Wolff and Henri Barbusse. The
Miesiecznik Literacki (Literary Monthly) is established with AW as editor, Ola Wat as
secretary, typist and distributor. AW publishes a Polish translation of Dostoevsky's
Winter Notes on Summer Impressions.

1930 Mayakovsky commits suicide. AW publishes an obituary in the Literary Monthly
explaining the death as the result of a "temporary" conflict between the poet's
temperament and the current phase of the revolution and its tasks. AW also writes with
enthusiasm on Joyce and Proust, though he is led by the pressure to conform to the
Communist party line of the time to note the “"decadence™ of these writers.

1931 Andrzej Wat born on July 23. On September 10, AW is arrested at an editorial
meeting at his own apartment and imprisoned with the other editors and Ola Wat's
brother Ignacy. Accused of publishing subversive material, chiefly translations from
German and Soviet periodicals, which he had done openly, AW is held for three months.
In December, Ewa Chwat (now a costume designer in the Polish Theater) dies of typhus
on the day AW is released from prison.

1932 AW starts working as an editor at the establishment publishing house Gebethner
and Wolff.

1936 AW publishes a Polish translation of Heinrich Mann's Die Jugend des Kénigs Henri
Quatre.

1939 Rozalia Chwat, AW's mother, dies of cancer in Otwock near Warsaw in July. Sept:
Nazi invasion. AW flees by car to Lvov (now under Soviet occupation) with his sister
Czesia, her husband Jerzy, his wife Ola and their son. In November, Czesia and Jerzy (a
non-Jew) return to Warsaw, where they will surive the war. The Polish government-in-
exile under General Sikorski is established in France. In Lvov, AW joins the board of the
new Soviet Writers' Union in Ukraine. He signs the declaration "Polish Writers Hail the
Unification of the Ukraine,” endorsing the annexation of Eastern Poland -- now Western
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Ukraine -- by the Soviet Union, and publishes in a new Polish-language Soviet
periodical, Czerwony Sztandar (Red Banner).

1940 Mendel Chwat, AW's father, dies in Otwock in January. Dawid Chwat, AW's
younger brother, returns from Lvov to Warsaw; he and his wife are shot by the Nazis in a
forest near Warsaw sometime this year. On January 23, AW is arrested by the NKVD and
imprisoned in Lvov's Zamarstynow prison in a crowded cell, in conditions described in
"Evocation” and in My Century. During interrogation he is accused of everything from
Zionism to being an agent of the Vatican. On April 14, Ola and Andrzej are deported to
the Soviet state farm "Red Cattle-Breeder" in lvanovka, Kazakhstan with thousands of
other Poles. Approximately six months later AW is moved to Kiev and, in early fall, to
the Lubyanka prison in Moscow.

1941 Hitler invades the Soviet Union in June; following the Sikorski-Maiski Pact, an
amnesty is proclaimed for all Poles in captivity in the Soviet Union, and after his release
from Lubyanka prison in Moscow, General W#adystaw Anders (once engaged to AW's
sister Seweryna) begins to form a Polish Army in the Orenburg region, then in
Uzbekistan. AW is transported east via Saratov, where he comes close to starvation, has a
vision of Satan and experiences what he later describes as a conversion. On November
20, he is officially released from prison and begins a search for Ola and Andrzej, who
have moved to the impoverished town of Antonovka after the release of Poles in the
USSR. On the basis of a rumor, AW makes his way to Alma-Ata, where he spends a
month in hospital recovering from exhaustion and scurvy. In December, the Union of
Polish Patriots is established in Saratov at a conference of pro-Soviet Polish politicians.

1942 After a long period of inquiry, AW locates his wife and son; in February they join
him in Alma-Ata. Received with suspicion by the Polish delegation, the family is given
aid by a group of Soviet writers and intellectuals evacuated to Kazakhstan, among them
Viktor Shklovsky, Sergei Eisenstein and Konstantin Paustovsky. In May, AW writes an
obituary for Stanislaw Rogo(, a literary critic, journalist and friend who had died of
typhus in Alma-Ata. Published in the periodical Polska (in Kuibyshev), it contained a
condemnation of Stalinism that contributed to his next arrest. In April, the poem
"Willows in Alma-Ata" is published in Polska and reprinted by the underground press in
Poland. Anders" Army leaves the USSR for Iran in stages in March and August, then
joins Western allies in the Middle East. After Soviet-Polish relations sour, AW is told to
leave Alma-Ata within forty-eight hours.

1943 AW and his family move to the workers' settlement Ili, fifty miles north of Alma-
Ata, inhabited chiefly by a community of orthodox Jews deported from Poland. AW is
diagnosed with cardiac muscle dystrophy and aortic atheroma. Stalin breaks off
diplomatic relations with the Polish government-in-exile. The Soviets initiate a
passportization campaign, forcing Polish deportees to accept Soviet citizenship. AW
organizes a revolt and is arrested in March. Ola is also arrested, beaten and placed in a
cell with women criminals; she accepts a Soviet passport under duress, but AW refuses
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and after a series of interrogations he is released in early summer. The Warsaw Ghetto
Uprising takes place in April. AW works as a hired laborer, a teacher at a Polish school,
the manager of a dining hall, keeper of a bread store and production manager of Ili's
sel'po or village grocery.

1944 Warsaw Uprising: The Polish Home Army rises up against the Nazi occupation, and
the Red Army waits to enter the city until the Nazis have largely destroyed it. At a
meeting in Lublin of the Polish Writers' Union in September, AW is reinstated as a
member in absentia; he receives a certificate of this reinstatement at his address in Ili.

1945 May: the end of war in Europe. AW reestablishes contact with his sister Seda, who
informs him of the death of his brothers Dawid and Aron with their families at the hands
of the Nazis. Czeslaw Milosz publishes the poetry collection Ocalenie (Rescue).

1946 On April 16, AW, Ola and Andrzej return to the remains of Warsaw via Moscow
(where AW visits Lenin's tomb with his son). In Warsaw, AW is quickly offered various
jobs by cultural functionaries of the postwar Communist-led regime in Poland; he accepts
the post of director of PIW, the State Publishing Institute. The Wats are allotted an
apartment on Niemcewicz Street, where they live for the next decade.

1947 The Polish branch of PEN is reactivated; AW renews his membership and becomes
a leading member of the executive board. In June, AW attends 19th International PEN
Congress in Zurich.

1948 At a seminar for young writers, AW gives a paper that criticizes socialist realism:
"Anti-Zoilus, or Meditations at the End of the Year." He is attacked in the press. AW
attends PEN Congress in Copenhagen in late May and June, and visiting his older brother
Moryc in Brussels, considers emigration. The Polish United Workers' Party (PZPR) is
formed from the Polish Workers' Party and the remnants of the Polish Socialist Party and
dismisses calls for political pluralism.

1949 On the occasion of the bicentennial of Goethe's birth, AW is invited to Weimar,
where he is mortified when obliged to give a toast in the presence of high Soviet officials.
In September, he attends the PEN Congress in Venice and travels to Florence, Rome,
Naples and Capri. Writes poem "Hebrew Melodies"” (not published until 1957). Applies
for a visa to visit the United States but is refused. Resigns from job at PIW and confines
himself to a "speech campaign™ arguing for the freedom of literature from political
coercion. Publishes an excerpt from an unfinished novel, Lot's Flight, in the periodical
Tworczo!$; relies on literary translation for economic survival.

1951 Poet and prose writer Tadeusz Borowski commits suicide. Czeslaw Milosz defects
to the West after working in the diplomatic service for the Polish government.
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1952 Jerzy Putrament denounces AW at Writers' Union, quoting a Russian proverb:
"When a bear growls, shut him up with a bludgeon”. AW describes the meeting to Ola as
"a first-class funeral for me."”

1953 On January 14, AW is hospitalized after a stroke. On March 5, Stalin dies. Czeslaw
Milosz publishes his analysis of intellectual life under Communism, The Captive Mind, in
the United Kingdom. In the Soviet Union, Stalin's death brings an end to the conspiracy
theory implicating Jewish doctors in a plot to murder Party officials.

1954 AW has a consultation in Stockholm with the neurosurgeon Dr. Herbert Olivecrona,
who finds a blood clot in his thalamus (a small structure situated just above the brain
stem that regulates transmission of sensory signals to the cerebral cortex) but advises
against surgery.

1955 In November the Wats leave for France, ostensibly for a winter visit, and remain for
the next year and a half, mostly in Menton and Vence; they also travel extensively in
Italy, visiting the writer Gustaw Herling-Grudzi!ski, and begin to consider permanent
emigration. AW has a period of unusual creative productivity and receives medical
treatment in Paris.

1956 Khrushchev denounces Stalin after the 20th Party Congress in the Soviet Union.
June: workers' protests in Pozna! end in seventy-three people being killed. Death of
Polish leader Bierut and rise to power of the reform faction of Gomutka. AW publishes a
Polish translation of Chekhov stories. The Thaw makes possible the belated debuts of
several young poets including Zbigniew Herbert and Miron Bia#oszewski. Adam Wa(yk
publishes "Poemat dla dorostych” (Poem for Adults), an extensive critique of Stalinism.

1957 AW and Ola spend the first half of the year in Sicily. Wiersze (Poems) appears in
Poland in December. The edition of 2500 copies sells out immediately and receives
praise from critics in Poland and in emigration.

1958 Poems is awarded the Nowa Kultura prize for best book of 1957. AW receives the
news while in hospital.

1959 AW publishes a Polish translation of Jean Genet's play Les Bonnes. After many
failed applications, Andrzej Wat succeeds in obtaining a visa for France. AW receives an
invitation to Paris from the Ford Foundation, and the Wats move to Maisons-Lafitte
outside Paris, where they for a time share an apartment with Roman Polalski. In
September, AW participates in the Fourth Biennale of Poetry in Belgium and a group of
his poems are published in French translation.

1960 A new, shortened edition of Lucifer Unemployed is published in Poland. AW is
invited to Genoa by Umberto Silva who is starting a publishing house focused on Eastern
European literature; AW is enlisted as a consultant on a small monthly salary. Czeslaw
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Milosz, awarded a grant from the New Land Foundation in the United States, manages to
have it transferred to AW.

1961 New Land Foundation extends its grant to AW, who leaves Silva Editore. In
December, the Wats begin a residency at La Messuguiére in the South of France which
lasts until April of 1962. During this first stay there, he writes most of Mediterranean
Poems. Translates part of and writes an introduction to stories by "Adam Terts," the
pseudonym of Soviet writer and dissident Andrey Sinayavsky.

1962 AW and his wife apply for extension of their Polish passports. Andrzej Wat, now
married to Frangoise Hartmann, welcomes his first son Francois. In summer, AW takes
part in an Oxford conference, where he meets Isaiah Berlin; also meets Russian scholar
Gleb Struve and Slavic scholar Kathleen Feuer, both attached to the University of
California at Berkeley. Delivers a paper in French, "Some Notes on the Relations
between Soviet Literature and Soviet Reality."

1963 Second stay at La Messuguiere. The Wats' passport application denied by the Polish
embassy in Paris. Accepting statelessness, the Wats apply for and are granted refugee
status and travel documents. In the fall, AW initiates the intimate journal that will
become Diary without Vowels. In December, they depart for the United States, where
their first winter is euphoric.

1964 After a recurrence of AW's illness in the spring, Gregory Grossman, the director of
the UC Berkeley Center for Slavic and East European Studies, suggests that he record his
memories. During the winter Czeslaw Milosz begins to tape conversations with AW,
which continue for forty sessions in Berkeley and Paris and become the basis for My
Century.

1965 The Wats return to Paris in July. Over the next two years, AW's pains grow steadily
worse.

1966 Stay in Palma de Mallorca with brother Moryc and niece Roma Herscovici. Edits
Ciemne !wiecid"o (Lumen Obscurum).

1967 Seven-Day War in Israel in June. AW writes a statement, "On Solidarity with
Israel,” and the short treatise "On the Translatability of Poetic Works™. On the evening of
July 29, AW takes forty sleeping tablets, leaving a note for his wife not to resuscitate
him. He is buried in the Polish cemetery at Montmorency.
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ANNOTATIONS

Abbreviations
ADH: Against the Devil in History: Poems, Short Stories, Essays, Fragments ed. Guido
Zlatkes, tr. Frank Vigoda. Slavica: Bloomington, IN, 2019.

AWL.: Aleksander Wat: Life and Art of an Iconoclast, Tomas Venclova. Yale University
Press: New Haven and London, 1996.

BW: Beinecke Library, Aleksander Wat papers, Gen MSS 705; references are to Box and
Folder number.

CS: Ciemne !wiecid"o, Libella, Paris, 1968.

D: Dziennik bez samog"osek (Diary Without VVowels), vol. 3 of Collected Writings,
Czytelnik: Warsaw, 2001.

K.I/1I: Korespondencja t.1, 11 (Correspondence, Part I and 1), vol. 4 of Collected
Writings, Czytelnik: Warsaw, 2005.

MC: My Century (Abridged US edition of MW), translated by Richard Lourie with a
foreword by Czeslaw Milosz; NYRB Classics, New York, 2003.

MW I/11: M6j wiek 1, 11, t. 2, Pisma Zebrane (My Century Part 1/11) vol. 2, Collected
Writings, Czytelnik: Warsaw, 1998. Quotations from the two-volume Polish edition of
passages not included in US edition My Century translated by A.Valles.

N: Notatniki (Notebooks of A. Wat), eds. A. Dziadek, J. Zieli¥ski. Instytut Bada!
Literackich: Warsaw, 2015.

P: Poezje; t.1, Pisma zebrane (Poems; Vol.1, Collected Writings). Czytelnik: Warsaw,
1997.

PZ: Poezje zebrane (Collected Poems), Znak: Krakow, 1992.
Pub: Publicystyka (Journalism); vol. 5 of Collected Writings, Czytelnik: Warsaw, 2008.

WCN: Wszystko Co Najwalkniejsze (Everything That's Most Important), Ola Wat.
Czytelnik: Warsaw, 1990
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WTS: With the Skin: Poems of Aleksander Wat; translated and edited by Czeslaw Milosz
and Leonard Nathan. Ecco Press: New York, 1989.

Numbers 1-78 refer to the poems translated for this edition.

All Biblical texts cited from King James Version.

Periodicals:

Kultura: Literary-political magazine, published from 1947 to 2000 by Instytut
Literacki (the Literary Institute), initially in Rome, then Paris, edited by Jerzy
Giedroyc (1906-2000).

Oficyna Poetow: Emigré journal printed in London from 1966 to 1980.

Przegl&d kulturalny: (1952-1963) Cultural weekly published in Warsaw, and in the
period 1952-56 the official publication of the Council for Culture and Art. Its chief editor
until 1955 was the writer Jerzy Andrzejewski (1909-1983).

Wiadomo!ci: Polish cultural weekly magazine published in London between 1946 and
1981. The journal was the continuity title of the pre-World War Il weekly, Wiadomo!ci
Literackie, published in Warsaw (1924-1939) and the Wiadomo!ci Polskie, Polityczne i
Literackie, published during the War (1940-1944) in Paris and London.

Wi)*: Catholic periodical published in Warsaw from 1958 to 2012, and currently online

only; it aimed at what it saw as the intellectual reinvigoration and opening of the Church
in the spirit of the second Vatican Council.
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1 Bookkeeping

First published in Wiadomo'ci 16, 1967, with a different date: "Palma, January 20, 1967".

Bookkeeping: "a bookkeeper in a nationalized funeral parlor...I always knew | would
come to a bad end."” A Damned Man, WTS 20-21.

When | was a child: "When | was a child, I spake as a child”, 1 Corinthians 13:11. "As a
child I liked to slide open the lid, peek in...". A Damned Man, WTS 20.

all these lavish gifts (hojne dary): “Czego chcesz od nas, Panie, za twe hojne dary”
(“What would you have from us, Lord, for your lavish gifts”), Jan Kochanowski, Hymn
XXV, 1562;; "Thanks be unto God for his unspeakable gift”, 2 Corinthians 9:15.

The heavens bestowed light on my eyes: "Every good gift and every perfect gift is from
above, and cometh down from the Father of lights..." James 1:17.

To the Garden of the Hesperides: In a draft of this poem, "Do Wysp Szczé&$liwych" (To
the Isles of the Blessed) is crossed out and corrected to "Do ogrodu Hesperyd™ (To the
Garden of the Hesperides), BW 11-359.

And orders me to sail, gratis. / So | sail: "'navigare necesse est..." Poem 41, From
Hesiod.

And sailing under the black vaults: Wat and his wife visited Venice in 1966 and were
photographed with the Canadian writer Mavis Gallant in a gondola under the arch of a
bridge. WCN 216-217.

the boatman: "Just one legless accordionist, Charon™, Poem 48, Last Poem.

with a shrinking heart: "their...hearts/ shrunken like money pouches.": Poem 16, To
Isaiah.

2 *** [Snakes and damselflies in sweet accord]

First published in Wiadomo!ci 16, 1967.

back yard: At the time of composition the Wats were living on Benvenue Avenue in
Berkeley, California, in a ground-floor apartment with a porch and a garden.
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poverty and praise: "[The butterfly] lay motionless on an enormous magnolia leaf...
God, what poverty, in this blinding sun, in the company of giant blossoms, the glaring red
of the Judas Tree, the bougainvillea, amid the frenetic buzz and cry of insects, birds."”

D 245.

voice of the Ocean: "Suddenly, a breeze from the ocean, the kind that I cannot bear, the
kind that insolently breathes its piercing cold breath right into my burning face, as if | had
an ice house in my face." D 246.

bring sleep to my coffin (U!pi& mnie w skrzyni): "W jednej skrzynce zamkniona"(sealed
in one coffin). Jan Kochanowski, "Tren 7" (Lament 7).

My wife's cry: "Here, into this circle of physical pain, no one can follow me. Not even
my faithful wife. She can only wring her hands at the wall -- a grieving mother. Don't
despair, | call from behind the wall, despairing at her despair, but I don't know if my
voice, already weak, reaches her." D 247.

3 Lumen Obscurum

First published in Wiadomo!ci 31, 1964; reprinted in Oficyna Poetow 2, 1967.

"But last night, between one stretch of sleep and another, in spite of great pain, | wrote
"Ciemne swiecid#o" (Lumen Obscurum). Three poems in one day, and in one sitting, too,
which is so rare with me, almost without corrections or blank spaces.” D 119.

BW 11-358 has a draft TS with an additional line after: "to the Oracle” (do Wyroczni):
"Pu"ka® mnie nie nauczono", "I was never taught to shriek like an owl".

"fantastically interesting and illuminating conversation with Milosz™: "He then starts to
‘undress’ my poems, the grammatical parsing of a pedantic professor, and he finds a few
semantic lapses. He didn't know the word "pu*ka*", admires the wealth of my vocabulary
(all those years I did translations of different kinds) but he himself avoids little-known or
oversophisticated words...". D 123.

S"ownik warszawski, a dictionary of Warsaw slang, defines "pu*ka*" as "to emit a sound

like a barn-owl".

cast out: the Polish verb "wy$wieci®" means, in a historical context, to run a criminal out
of town with burning torches.

sits and weighs: PL trutynuje, a verb derived from Latin, trutina: scales, balance.
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Oeconomia: Wat may have adopted this word from Swedenborg, whose Oeconomia
Regni Animalis (2 vols., Amsterdam 1742) argues the need "to inquire what things, in a
superior degree, correspond to those which are in an inferior degree™ and advocates "a
mathematical theory of universals” to express an science of nature proceeding from
particulars to universals. (Poetry Realized in Nature: Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Early
Nineteenth-Century Science, T.H. Levere, Cambridge 1981, 98.) Wat mentions
Swedenborg in My Century (MW 72) and in his notebooks (N 177,191), and Milosz
mentions him in a letter to Wat of 1965 in a way that suggests they had already shared
thoughts on the philosopher, on whom Milosz later wrote an essay ("Swedenborg and
Dostoevsky" included in the volume Emperor of the Earth, 1977).

The Republic, 111, 398A: Quoted from translation by C.D.C. Reeve (Hackett 2004)

4 *** | sat in the bulrushes]

First published in Oficyna Poetow 2, 1967.
In a recording Wat gives the title as "W sitowiu” (In the Bulrushes).
I sat in the bulrushes: Ex 2:3 "ark of bulrushes...by the river's brink."”

In a 1963 letter, AW mentions Julian Tuwim's poem "Sitowie" (Bulrushes), which
contrasts a vivid recollection of earlier days spent near a river with a later life of suffering
seen as payment for youth's sensual joys; poetry is conceived as a net woven of bulrushes
pulled up "in despair," with which the poet will catch nothing (Letter to K. Jele!ski,
February 22, 1963; K I 329). The context suggests that AW proposed Tuwim's poem for
inclusion in Jele!ski's Antologie de la Poésie polonaise (Seuil 1966).

Pierre Emmanuel: pseudonym of Noél Mathieu (1916-1984), French poet, broadcaster
and writer; member of the Catholic left, active in the wartime resistance. In 1947, he
traveled in Eastern Europe at the request of the French government; his report on the
growth of totalitarian Communist states there caused him to be ostracized by French
Communists. He also worked for the Congress for Cultural Freedom and co-directed the
Editions du Seuil series in which Konstanty Jele!ski's Antologie de la Poésie polonaise
was published in 1966. Elected to the French Academy in 1968.

lwider : in March 1958, Wat stayed at the Ministry of Health sanatorium "Malelka" in
"wider, just east of Warsaw, on the river of the same name. Ola Wat to AW, K.I1 436n.

dragonflies'/intricate flight: "Death, the earthquake in Messina, Brigitte Bardot,
growing corn, and beautiful dragonflies screwing on the "*wider River -- did all of this
start with the megalomaniac Cain?" A Pastoral Poem, ADH 89
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5 *** [At night, always at the selfsame hour]

First Published in Kultura 7/8, 1963; reprinted in Oficyna Poetdw 2, 1967; in Kultura,
the title is given as "At Night", with the dedication "For J.K." and dated "La
Messuguiere, February 20, 1963." In OP it is dated "Cabris, 1962."

Jan Kott: (1914-2001) Polish critic, translator and theoretician of theater; author of the
influential study Shakespeare Our Contemporary (1964); a fervent supporter of Stalin
immediately after the war; renounced his party membership in 1957 following the
repression of the Polish anti-Stalinist movement in October 1956; defected to the United
States in 1965 and became an influential commentator on Western productions of
Shakespeare. In February 1963, Jan Kott stayed with the Wats in La Messuguiére, and
their conversations are mentioned in several letters:"l include a little poem inspired by
my conversations with the arch-excellent arch-cynic Janek Kott... The cynicism of these
conversations would horrify you. Ola listens to them calmly and from a sympathetic
distance with her serene face - it doesn't affect her - which is enviable. Me it does, but
then I cleanse myself with a poem™ (To Maria Czapska, February 23, 1963: K.I 78). "Of
course [J.K.] is a 'child' coddled by Stalinism, not an arriviste, though he'd like very much
to arrive, to exhaust das Angenehme dieser Welt above all, and in turn he poisons me with
his naive nostalgia for the time he was an official (‘marvelous Balinese girls danced
before me and the Dalai Lama' -- that was the life!). It reminds me of the lower depths of
those dances, hence my cathartic poem about Phryne.” AW to K. Jele!ski, Feb. 22, 1963;
K.l 329.

Phryne: (-/012) Greek courtesan from the 4th century BCE, best known for her trial for
impiety, during which she was defended by the orator Hypereides. Her real name was
Mnesarete (312457672, "commemorating virtue"), but owing to her yellowish
complexion she was called Phryne, "toad". In the painting Phryne at the Poseidonia in
Eleusis by the Polish artist Henryk Siemiradzki (c. 1889), Phryne is shown naked,
preparing to step into the sea.

in rags: "l never had such a taste for elegance as then. Of course, after all those prisons, all
those rags (szmaty), but that wasn't it...I think that those tweeds, that ham, among the
hungry and threadbare, that elegance of mine, came from a desire not to be swept up with
all the rest, to stand apart from a world where everything was turned into rags, clothes,
faces, characters. It's a process of turning things to rags (szmat"awienie). Stalinism turns
everything into rags." MW.II 326-327.

to market: "But there was nothing to eat in the house, and I had to go to the market in
Alma-Ata to sell two blankets which by the gracious chance of fate had just arrived from
Iran... | traveled at one in the morning on a 'samovar' train crowded with trading folk,

211



cripples, and women from the kolchozes along the way. | would arrive in Alma-Ata at six
in the morning...and clutching two dark blue blankets draped over my extended arms, |
stood out on the market.” (D 226); "amid a packed and relentlessly, restlessly moving
crowd displaying multicolored rags, | stood dazzled by the radiance of the beautiful day,
poked, pushed and shoved from all sides and barely able to keep my footing. But | knew
one thing: that | had to keep a firm grip on the two blankets in my outstretched arms,
fending off the sudden despairing feeling that I'd never get out of there.” D 227.

6 *** [Why do they say she died?]

First published in CS.

BW 11-355 TS draft indicates that AW considered printing this poem as part of the
sequence Whispers on Tape.

baldachin: canopy placed over a throne, altar, state bed or processional chair; in Judaism,
the Chuppah is the canopy the bride and groom stand under during a traditional wedding.

from the inclement time of year: BW11-355, TS variant: ...przed czarnozlotymi
muszkami, ...from golden-black flies.

the Jewish princess dances...: "And when the daughter of the said Herodias came in,
and danced, and pleased Herod and them that sat with him, the king said unto the damsel,
Ask of me whatsoever thou wilt, and I will give it thee." Mark 6:21-28; also Matthew 14:
6- 11.

"My mother... loved dancing to the point of frenzy, she danced, full of joy, even after she
grew lame. On any occasion, even in the last year of her life, 1939. That irritated me
greatly.” D 194; "And my mother was the perfection of what is called the Jewish
mother...She really was an incredibly loving mother, but I was not a good son. And so |
felt both sorrow and pangs of conscience. My mother was dying in full consciousness;
she had terrible swellings... She was dying in circumstances that might even be called
good: her windows were always open and looked out on a pine forest; it was summer,
right before the war--six or seven weeks before. The only thing was that her eyes seemed
covered by a film...I was there when my mother died...very peacefully.” MC 94-95.

golden mirror: according to the Jewish folktale "Lilith's Cave", the entrance to the den
where Adam's mythical first wife cavorts with lovers is marked by a golden mirror.
(Lilith's Cave: Jewish Tales of the Supernatural, ed. H. Schwartz (Oxford 1991).

7 *** [My brothers' ash...]
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First published in Wiadomo!ci 16, 1967.

My brothers' ash: AW's eldest brother, Aron, died with his wife and children in the
death camp Treblinka; the youngest brother, Dawid (Dadek), was shot in a forest near
Warsaw early on in the German occupation. The second eldest, Moryc, emigrated to
Belgium before the war and survived.

a rainbow. A covenant...: "And God said, This is the token of the covenant which |
make between me and you and every living creature that is with you, for perpetual
generations: | do set my bow in the cloud, and it shall be for a token of a covenant
between me and the earth.” Genesis 9:12-13.

8 *** [He was a keeper of sheep in the Negev desert]

First published in Wiadomo!ci 16, 1967, dated "Berkeley, December 1964."

a keeper of sheep: "And Lot also, which went with Abram, had flocks, and herds, and
tents...And there was a strife between the herdmen...and Lot journeyed east: and they
separated themselves the one from the other. Abram dwelled in the land of Canaan, and
Lot dwelled in the cities of the plain, and pitched his tent toward Sodom." Genesis 13:5-
12.

Negev desert: "And Abram went up out of Egypt, he, and his wife, and all that he had,
and Lot with him, into the south [Heb. Negev]." Genesis 13:1.

our kibbutzes: the Negev desert is the site of the kibbutz Sde Boker, where Israel's first
Prime minister, David Ben-Gurion, spent the years of his retirement (1953-1973).

9 ***[The comrades ate from golden plates, drank]

First published in Wiadomo!ci 16, 1967.

left behind by Jews: PL. polydowskich suggests looting of Polish-Jewish property
during pogroms. "formerly-Jewish rubble...post-Jewish rubble.” Poem 57, Our nanny,
Anusia Mikulak. "the symbolism of the Passion is here filtered through the reality of the
Holocaust: the ‘companions,” indifferent to Christ's suffering, eat and drink with Roman
centurions from vessels that once belonged to murdered Jews. At the end of the poem,
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Wat superimposes the skull emblem ("death’s head™) pf the SS on the traditional imagery
of Golgotha, "place of a skull" in Hebrew". AWL 305.

He who wore a cross said Kaddish: MCII, pp. 336-337: "[1li was] a Jewish
settlement....And here | come, of whom everyone knows -- | never hid the fact that | was
a Jew -- that primo: | represent the majesty of the Republic of Poland, the Republic of
Poland as was...and second, that | wore on a string a brown bakelite cross, the kind the
Polish delegature handed out...So my situation was very strange. Basically | was subject
to stoning according to the letter and the spirit, and according to the custom that prevailed
even in the twentieth-century Jewish ghetto.”

"[Dubin] asked me if | had said Kaddish after my father's death. 1 said no. That made him
terribly... not angry, because he was very gentle, but he thought my not saying Kaddish
for my father's soul was a terrible thing, a crime against God and my father's memory."
MW.II 233.

apikorsim: "Raised by a pious father, though one who was tolerant to a fault, and
educated, erudite, | knew perfectly the horror and disgust provoked by an apikores, a
baptized Jew." D 350.

Merriam-Webster: an apikores (or apikoros) is "a Jew who is lax in observing Jewish
law, or who does not believe in Judaism; a skeptic, an atheist. Maimonides defines the
apikores as one who denies prophecy or divine revelation, or who says that God has no
knowledge of the deeds of man. (Maim. Yad, Teshuvah 3:8)

Nikodemus: Michelangelo statue - pieta mentioned in MWII p. 345. Cf. poem "Before
Michelangelo’s last Pieta". Gospel of N. includes an account of the "Harrowing of Hell",
in which Christ descends into Hell and delivers the prophets of the Hebrew Bible.

Hill of Death's-Heads: Golgotha, "place of the skull™; also, Totenkopf or death's head
badges on SS uniforms (and previously, on uniforms of Prussian kings' life-guard
cavalry, Leibhusaren).

darkness fell - suddenly: (znienacka - ciemno!$): "And when the sixth hour was come,
there was darkness over the whole land until the ninth hour.” Mark 15:33; Matthew
27:45.

Golden cups, silver plates/ fell from the table: "And, behold, there was a great
earthquake". Matthew 28:2.

That would have been a shame of many fine utensils: in Poland, this image carries the
suggestion of pogrom looting.

10 *** [Since you know that they were meant for you]
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First published in Wiadomo!ci 24, 1967.

three crowns: In Ancient Israel, the expression could refer to the ‘crowns' of the Torah,
priesthood, and kingdom; "an iron crown signifying pain, a leaden one signifying
remorse, and finally, like Christ, a crown of thorns." AWL 305.

iron one: In the Noh drama Kanawa (Iron Crown), a woman uses shamanistic powers to
punish her husband for infidelity: the iron crown placed on his head holds three candles
burning his skull.

crown/ of thorns: John 19:2, 5; Matthew 27:29; Mark 15:17

The 1905 Polish revolutionary song "Warszawianka" includes the lines: "...zerwijmy z
carow korony/Gdy ludy dot*d chodz* w cierniowiej” (...let's snatch away tsars' crowns/
As peoples go in crowns of thorns).

11 After the Battle

First published in Wiadomo!ci 16, 1967.

"Pobojowisko 1939" (After the Battle 1939) is the title in TS in BW 11-355, which also
carries a dedication to Zbigniew Herbert.

bumblebees renew their diligent flight: "On the day the world ends/ A bee circles a
clover...As long as the bumblebee circles a rose” [Dopoki trzmiel nawiedza ré%)]. A Song
on the End of the World, C. Milosz, in Rescue (1945), "Bees build around red liver,/ Ants
build around black bone...Bees build around the honeycomb of lungs, / Ants build around
white bone...Now there is only the earth, sandy, trodden down,/ With one leafless tree.” A
Poor Christian Looks at the Ghetto, C. Milosz, Rescue.

bleeds: (PL. p"uszcze) the archaic verb p"uszcze$ is used in Juliusz Stowacki's drama

Kzi&%e Micha" Twerski (Prince Michael of Tver) [line 302]. Wat read the play around

1962, when he used an excerpt from it as an epigraph to Dream from the Shores of the
Mediterranean. P 101.

Acherontia atropos: Death's-head hawkmaoth. "Make not your rosary of yew-berries, /
Nor let the beetle, nor the death-moth be / Your mournful Psyche". Keats, Ode to
Melancholy.

the landscape where the stiff corpse lies: Arthur Rimbaud, Le Dormeur du Val (1870):
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C'est un trou de verdure, ou chante une riviere
Accrochant follement aux herbes des haillons
D'argent; ou le soleil, de la montagne fiére,
Luit: c'est un petit val qui mousse de rayons.

Un soldat jeune, bouche ouverte, téte nue,

Et la nuque baignant dans le frais cresson bleu,
Dort; il est étendu dans I'herbe, sous la nue,
P+le dans son lit vert ou la lumiere pleut.

Les pieds dans les glaieuls, il dort. Souriant comme
Sourirait un enfant malade, il fait un somme:
Nature, berce-le chaudement: il a froid.

Les parfums ne font pas frissonner sa narine;
Il dort dans le soleil, la main sur sa poitrine,
Tranquille. 1l a deux trous rouges au c6té droit.

A Sleeper in the Valley, English translation by W. Mason, Rimbaud Complete: Vol.1,
Poetry and Prose (New York 2002). A green hole where a river sings;/ Silver tatters
tangling in the grass; / Sun shining down from a proud mountain:/ A little valley bubbling
with light.// A young soldier sleeps, lips apart, head bare,/ Neck bathing in cool sweet
watercress,/ Reclined in the grass beneath the clouds,/ Pale in his green bed showed with
light,// He sleeps with his feet in the gladiolas./ Smiling like a sick child, he naps:/
Nature, cradle him in warmth: he's cold.// Sweet scents don't tickle his nose;/ He sleeps in
the sun, a hand on his motionless chest,/ Two red holes on his right side.

12 Ode |

First published in Oficyna Poetow 2, 1967.

A TS draft in BW 11-355 has a date hand-written under the line "before the sun suddenly
dies": "Palma, January 1967".

On a recording of poems, made two months before AW's death, AW offers the following
commentary to Ode I: "This is an obscure poem. After three or four millenia of poetry
written, it is not always easy for the poet of today -- when 'the fathers have eaten sour
grapes and the children's teeth are set on edge' -- for the poet of today who is once more a
bard it isn't easy to speak clearly. 'Ode I' alludes to Shakespeare's Tempest. As we know
The Tempest has a happy end. The banished king, the ruling prince and the soothsayer
Prospero return after many years of bitter exile on an island, together with Prospero’s
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daughter Miranda, beloved of the son of Prospero's enemy, the King of Naples. Job also
ends like that, he recovers his possessions and chattel, multiplied, and is given a new wife
and sons. But imagine another situation: Miranda departs with her beloved and the lovely
spirit Ariel, set free, disappears, and Prospero remains behind alone on the island faced
with a natural world he no longer controls, a hostile nature." D 333. (“the fathers have
eaten sour grapes. . .": Ezekiel 18:3.

Roma and Simon: the daughter of AW's older brother Moryc Chwat and her husband
Simon Herscovici; the couple paid for AW and Ola Wat's visits to Mallorca in 1966 and
1967.

Now my charms are all o’erthrown: Shakespeare, Tempest, V, Epilogue.

amphibolies: or, amphibologies: ambiguities of reasoning. Also: amphibole, an ancient
Greek casting net.

"I remember the panic among my classmates when | demostrated the amphibolies in
Aristotle’s category of ousia, although later | found a justification for my hunch in
Hartmann's Kategorielehre." D 263.

beware of the reed: "All, but mariners/ Plung'd in the foaming brine, and quit the
vessel,/ Then all afire with me: the king's son Ferdinand,/ With hair up-staring (then like
reeds, not hair),/ Was the first man that leap'd; cried Hell is empty, / And all the devils are
here!” Tempest Act I, ii.

the reed when, swayed...thinks: Pascal, Pensees 347: “Man is but a reed, the most
feeble thing in nature, but he is a thinking reed."”

in the bulrushes: cf. Poem 4, In the bulrushes.

Alphean stream. . . in the environs of Ortygia, Syracuse: from the river god Alpheus,
who in a Greek story pursued the nymph Arethusa, who changed into a stream that came
up in a fountain on the island Ortygia near Syracuse on Sicily. Also "Alph, the sacred
river" in Coleridge's Kubla Khan.

Anadyomene: epithet for Aphrodite rising from the sea; cf. Rimbaud, "Vénus
anadyomene™ 1870.

13 Ode 11

First published in Oficyna poetéw 2, 1967.
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Among AW's unpublished poems, one includes the lines of "Ode I1": Poem 51, From the
Cycle: Notes to Books of the Old Testament.

Jan Lebenstein: (1930-) Polish-Jewish artist and close friend of AW.

Ur: Sumerian city-state in ancient Mesopotamia (now southern Iraq), with its origins in
the 4th millennium BCE; in the Hebrew Bible, "Ur Kasdim™ is the birthplace of the
patriarch Abraham. (Gen 11:28, 11: 31, 15: 7)

galut: Heb. exile of the Jews from ancient Palestine, diaspora.

rues de Beausire: In Paris, the rue Jean Beausire is a little street of the Marais district, in
the 4th arrondissement, adjacent to the Bastille area (11th arr.) and to the 12th
arrondissement, mentioned in the uncollected version of the poem (51).

Ina TS draft (BW 11-355), "vicolo d’Amor Perfetto” is crossed out and replaced by "rues
de Beausire™.

whore of Babylon: Rev 17:1-18. The name written on her forehead: "Mystery, Babylon
the Great, the Mother of Harlots and Abominations of the Earth". Associated with the
Antichrist and the Beast of Revelation.

Lady of Byblos: or Ba'alat Gebal (west Semitic), goddess of the Mediterranean port city
of Byblos in ancient Phoenicia, variously identified with the Greek Astarte, Aphrodite,
Dione or the Egyptian goddess Hathor.

Nineveh: In the Biblical story of Nineveh, the city is spared, but the historical city was
sacked in 612 BCE.

my prophet Jonah: "I spent the early years of my youth/ in the belly of a fish...Where is
my fish?/ Back there, right now!/ | ask. All of you are dead and dumb in this city./ In the
damned city." Dreams from the Shores of the Mediterranean: 2", WTS 63-64.

"My fate is that of Jonah. Hence the whale/ moored at my dock.” Poem 17, To the Book
of Jonah.

14 Ode 111

First published in Wiadomo!ci 36, 1967.
Albert Vallette: AW's Paris doctor.

when it said to itself: "It is good™: "And God saw every thing that he had made, and,
behold, it was very good.” Genesis 1:31.
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Eleatic space : space as described in the paradoxes of the Eleatic philosopher Zeno (ca.
490-430 BC), as reproduced in Aristotle's Physics, Book VI.

the one with an inverted torch: Thanatos, god of death, often represented holding a
torch upside down in his hands, representing an extinguished life.

Natura naturata/naturans: "by Natura naturans we must understand what is in itself
and is conceived through itself, or such attributes of substance as express an eternal and
infinite essence, that is ... God, insofar as he is considered as a free cause. [...] !

But by Natura naturata | understand whatever follows from the necessity of God's
nature, or from God's attributes, that is, all the modes of God's attributes insofar as they
are considered as things which are in God, and can neither be nor be conceived without
God." Spinoza, Ethics.

gaia scienza: "the Provencal concept of gaia scienza -- that unity of singer, knight, and
free spirit which distinguishes the wonderful early culture of the Provencals from all
equivocal cultures.” Die frohliche Wissenschaft, F. Nietzsche, 1882. The Provengal
phrase is "gai saber".

consubstantial: the Christian doctrine of consubstantiality, according to which God the
Father and God the Son are 'of one being' or substance, was settled at the Nicene Council
in 325 AD and became part of the Nicene Creed.

so it uttered nothing but 'tyu-tyu-tyu tyam- tyam-tyam": "I declared myself the Tsar
of space, the enemy of the internal and of time. Possessing the joyous knowledge of the
mask, | burned with a miraculous hunger: to become space! But one time | was terrified
by the bottomless gap | saw extending just beyond the surface of my nose, when | was
looking at it with my right eye. The cursed gap, cursed principium individuationis,
terrifies me, tracks me, lashes me, twists and paralyzes me like a yellow robe. Where to
get the strength to step across it. Where? Since then | have been frozen as the heavens,
gazing at the candle's pale flame, burning in the mirror in the bottom left corner. On the
phantasmagorias of moons awoke me from my stupor: wrinkling and twitching my face
in the ashen afterlife, leaning from left and lifting the right shoulder and right finger; like
that. and my left finger a little lower bending my right knee: like this! I mince and
squeak: tim tiu tju tua tru tru tia tiam tiamtiom tium tiu tium tium." ME from One Side...
P 311.

lords who guard the scales: "Let me be weighed in an even balance, that God may know
mine integrity” Job 31:6; the dog-headed Egyptian god Anubis is portrayed as guiding the
dead into the underworld and manipulating the scales which decided the fate of the soul
of the deceased.
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Sower: "then Isaac sowed in that land, and received in the same year an hundredfold; and
the Lord blessed him. And the man waxed great, and went forward, and grew until he
became very great”. Genesis 26: 12-13; Matthew 13:1-23; Mark 4:1-20; Luke 8:1-15 tell
the parable of the Sower, commonly interpreted as a reflection on the work of the
Christian message on earth.

the image and likeness of God: "So God created man in his own image, in the image of
God created he him; male and female created he them." Genesis 1:27.

butcher: BW11-352 TS has as at the end the Jewish word "szojchet™, or kosher butcher,
replaced in the final version with the general word for butcher, "rze8nik™.

15 Evocation

First published in Kultura 7/8, 1963.

AW's notes, inserted here, translate phrases left in Russian in the poem (translated into
English in this edition); the notes were included in CS and reproduced in P.

Maria and Jozef Czapski: Sister and brother from a Polish noble family who owned a
prewar estate in the western borderlands of the Russian Empire. Maria Czapska (1894-
1981) was the author of a memoir, Europa w rodzinie (Europe in the Family); Jozef
Czapski (1896-1993) was a painter and the author of the memoir On Inhuman Land and
other writings recording his time as a prisoner of war and Polish army officer in the
Soviet Union and his attempts to locate the Polish officers later found to have been
murdered by the Soviets at Katy! in 1940.

"Not being able to work, | wrote some poems (in the margins of working on the piece
about Zamarstyndw, or rather, On Nostalgia -- the sketch | started, actually for Jarostaw
[Iwaszkiewicz])... If one of these three poems resonates with you. it would be a joy to
dedicate it to you. Just write me which one. This time the poetics is halfway human,
maybe it would even work on ZH?! But | don't choose my poetics, it chooses me, |
simply don't put up any resistance.” February 12, 1963, AW to JC, K.1 71,

"This poem is really meant for and dedicated to all who lived through it." February 15,
1963 to JC, K.1 73.

Kolomyia: City on the Prut river in what was eastern Poland and is now western Ukraine.
Get up, letter O: AW's note: "Na bukvu O: The jailer coming to get a prisoner for

dopros, interrogation, read from a sheet of paper the initial letter of the prisoner's
surname."
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"Someone always went to be interrogated during the night, and so the key would turn in
the lock, the door would open, they'd call you by your letter - not your last name, only the
first letter, and you had to answer to that. It turned out that an amazingly high percentage
of the guards were illiterate; they couldn't read well at all." MC 130.

Make mincemeat out of him: AW note: "Sdelayete s newo kotlety: authentic words
spoken by Beria, pointing out (for his thugs) my fellow prisoner in Lubyanka, Michael
Teitz, deputy director of the Marx and Engels Institute. And they did. | saw others given
this same treatment in Zamarstynow and later in Saratov."

the knight of golden icons ... in a cloud of lilies: "One of the head guards. . . the head
man, was like a light from a better world... he was dry and formal, very clean and well-
dressed, smelling of eau de cologne like all of them but less than the others, rather
handsome. we called him the Englishman. He was the only one who always said hello.
He never raised his voice at anyone, never cursed. He was fair if there was some

problem. He would ask if we had any complaints, if we wanted anything, and he'd make a
note of it. Of course, our complaints never reached anyone's ear, but he wrote them all
down quite seriously and then would walk out, salute, and say goodbye to each of us. We
adored him." MC 129.

0O-S-0: The Special Council of the State Security Ministry of NKVD (9:;<;=
>;?7=@ABC=DEC FGHI >>>J, 9->-9), created by the same decree of July 10, 1934 that
introduced the NKVD itself. Abolished after Stalin's death in 1953. Endowed with the
rights to apply punishments "by administrative means," i.e., without trial, extrajudicially.
Could sentence to banishment (from place of residence), exile, forced labor and
deportation. From November 1941to the end of the war, OSO could sentence those
arrested to a maximum of 25 years imprisonment, or to death.

a poacher: "A young Ukrainian peasant was put in our cell, one of the ugliest people |
have ever seen in my life. A gnome, an earth spirit...He was a very poor poacher from a
landless farmer's family who hired himself out as a farmhand...But above all, by
temperament, passion, and, who knows, even by vocation, he was a poacher. He had an
uncanny love for animals. Naturally, he'd been in jail a hundred times for poaching, but
that hadn't broken him of the habit. How did he end up in the Soviets' hands? He had set
out with his friends to paint huts on the other side of the Bug River or in some other area
that was cut off later. He was cut off from his home and he tried to go back. They
grabbed him at the border and put him in jail as a Nazi spy, which was common.” MC
136.

O lice... : "[The poacher] loved animals so much that he begged us to give him our
clothes and underwear to delouse (by then we were competing for fun to see who killed
the most lice). You see, his love of animals did not preclude killing them. On the
contrary. As you know, poachers kill animals. And so he killed those lice; he could never
get enough of them. He had his own lice, but that wasn't enough for him. He made up a
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game for himself that he played often during the day, but it was at night especially that |
heard him playing it. Frequently I had trouble falling asleep. Colonel Stonecki and the
poacher suffered from insomnia, too. So, the game was that when he caught one of the
larger 'blonde’ lice, a pregnant one, for instance, he'd start playing the part of an
investigator with it: '‘Confess! What assignment did the Gestapo give you?' He retraced
the entire course of his own interrogation with the lice. He was in no hurry to kill them."
MC 136

Confess, you louse, what Hitler made you do: AW note: "Priznaysya, s Gitlerom chto
byad, ty zateyal?: a conventional phrase in interrogations at that time."”

sirena hic canit: AW's note in TS draft in BW 11-355, not included in CS: "The Siren
sings here, from Horace, probably refers to the bay of Capri (where Stalin allowed Gorky
to reside - the instance links up small and large circles of phenomena, and it is the poet's
business to reveal their interconnections)."

a ruddy pock-marked Siren: "this is how someone who saw Stalin up close in 1945
described him." ("Author's notes™ in TS draft in BW 11-355 reads: "...someone from De
Gaulle's entourage...")

the path to Emmaus: Luke 24:13-35. Cf. "I might just run off on the road to Emmaus.”
Poem 77. On Good Friday, when the bells toll midnight.

so I may still lay my fingers in your sores: John 20: 24-29. "If | could lay my stiff
fingers/ in the wounds of Man.” Poem 77, On Good Friday.

16 To Isaiah

First published in Nowa Kultura, 1962, no 28, with the subtitle Notes to Books of the Old
Testament.

"[Milosz] reads Isaiah aloud, in a way that makes me better understand my own
intentions. | responded: "So what's so difficult, hermetic about it?..." D 124-125.

The Mountain of your Temple: "...the mountains of the Lord's house shall be
established at the top of the mountains and shall be exalted above the hills; and all nations
shall flow unto it". Isaiah 2:2.

there, clouds/ gather: "And the Lord will create over the whole habitation of Mount
Zion, and over her assemblies, a cloud and smoke by day, and the shining of a flaming
fire by night; for over all the glory shall be a canopy.” Isaiah 4:5.
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Tarsus: ancient city twelve miles inland from the Mediterranean Sea in what is now
south-central Turkey. An important trade center, also known as the birthplace of
Saul/Paul and the focus of many legends. Suggestions have been made that Tarsus is the
Biblical city of Tarshish, where Jonah wished to flee.

delta of rivers: Tarsus is located in the mouth of the river Berdan, in antiquity called
Cydnus, but the context suggests a link to the passages in the Hebrew Bible describing
the Nile delta as a site of the desolation for Jews in their captivity. Ezekiel 29:3, 30:12,
47:11, and Jeremiah 46:7.

the harlot of the East: Cf. note to Poem 13, Ode Il (on the "Whore of Babylon").

17 To the Book of Jonah

First published in Oficyna Poetow 2, 1967.

BW 11-360/355: Draft TS titled Notes to the Book of Jonah, with a dedication to Jan
Lebenstein, crossed out.

a fate of Jonah: "...I play that I am in my city/ Nineveh,/ at the time of my prophet,/
Jonah." Poem 13, Ode II.

"I spent the early years of my youth/ in the belly of a fish. From the old species/ Balistes
capricus. | was not quite/ thirteen, when it spat me out.” Dreams from the Shores of the
Mediterranean 2, WTS 63.

Fisherman’s Wharf: "Yesterday | saw another America, which makes my intellectual
one - the one behind walls that the mind built higher and guarded more tightly than in
Europe - and my, our sweet life, begin to seem a sickly, artificial delight, a simulation,
since it hides all poisons and evil as universities do...But | saw what | saw: young poor
deviants, old homeless bums, beggars, and a whole city hurrying unsmiling after the
dollar. First the port, Fisherman's Wharf, not many ships, a lot of people milling around,
a lot of bars, taverns, from one of which comes an accordeon playing "From the Other
Shore of the Wis#a..." D 167.

18 To the Book of Kings |

First published in CS, 1967.

BW 11-355: a crossed out handwritten note under the typescript of this poem reads
"fragment from an unfinished tragedy, King Saul."
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To the Book of Kings I: The Polish title Ksi)ga Krélow refers to the Hebrew Bible,
where Kings is not divided into Books | and 11 as they are in Polish Bible editions for a
Christian readership, where the books are called Ksi)gi Krélewskie; yet Wat adds the
numeral. It is not clear why the poem is presented as an "annotation™ to Kings, when its
subject matter refers to the story of conflict between King Samuel and the young David,
narrated in 1 Samuel.

And the evil spirit: cf. 1 Samuel 16:14, 16:23, 18:10.

19 *** Take your harp, go around the city

First published in Wiadomosci 31, 1964.

BW 11-355 TS has, under the date "Paris, November 22, 1963": "na zabdjstwo
Kennedy'ego™: On the Assassination of Kennedy.

"A lightning flash: Kennedy's assassination! I've never been so shocked by anyone's
death. Only my mother's, maybe, and Igna$ [AW's brother-in-law]. But none of my
friends' deaths, even Stawar's or Gaéczy!ski's, or Borowski's, which | took very badly.
And Jozek Lipszyc. Well, my brothers', of course, but | found out so late.

Why? The killing of a man who had the fate of the world in his hand...perhaps the
only statesman not mummified and not degraded by the practice of politics. Humanly
spontaneous, determinedly human, always with good intentions. He erred, but as a man,
not a politician. He acted, but as a man, not a politician. He sought power, fought for it,
but as a man, not a politician. The personal tragedy is interwoven with a historical one,
because God only knows what changes will follow now, what the effects will be on all of
us, for he was the John XXII1 of the United States and despite his errors was growing
harmoniously into the wisdom of experience; only his second term after freeing himself
from the demagoguery of elections would have showed his ever larger stature, the
enlargement fed by the greatness and power of his country. Personal and historical
misfortune probably haven't met on such political heights since Caesar's day. And the
pity for the man, his family (though I couldn't stand his wife, a silly snob).

Also I'm headed to the United States, and they are covered in blood, a regicidal country,
which always horrified me, even in the case of Nicholas Il. From childhood I've had a
cult of King David, my ancestor, and later | was fascinated by Melchecedyk. Blood
freshly spilled on the land where I'm going! It shocks and frightens me...

A bad, bad omen...The Americans have a new guilt, more intimate than Hiroshima; a
King's blood is not spilled with impunity and everyone is responsible for it, whether
American or not. Mutatis mutandis -- the responsibility of all for Christ's blood." D 134.

224



"But | forgot: | wrote what is probably my first occasional poem, "On the Death of a
President.” Having written it, | became aware of my own history: a whore that has been
forgotten; that little history, the one we participate in, for which we are all responsible.
Great History, Fate is Phorbas.” November 25, 1963, D 138.

Take a harp...that hast been forgotten: Isaiah 23:16.

A black sail/ arrives from beyond the seas: In the Greek myth, Theseus sails to Crete on
a ship with a black sail to kill the Minotaur, but is killed on return because he forgets to
change the sail for a white one to mark his success.

Phorbas sits under an oak tree/and to a garland of crowned heads/he adds a new
one:"Phorbas, Onomaios, Kerikon, Amycos, Filomeleides, Sinis, Procrustes -- every
monster in Greek mythology hung the cut-off heads of competitors and strangers on trees.
Phorbas sat under an oak, fought every stranger, and on that very same oak hung garlands
of heads. (It is a sign of civilization that Stalin did not do the same thing. In our epoch of
proliferation of strangers, there simply would not be enough trees on his estate.)” "Nine
Drafts to a Portrait of Joseph Stalin,” ADH 289.

"Phorbas [King of the Phlegyae] dwelt under an oak, called his ‘palace,' on the road to
Delphi, and challenged the pilgrims to various athletic feats. When he has defeated them,
he cut off their heads and hung them on his oak. Apollo came as a boxer and overthrew
Phorbas, while his oak was blasted by a thunderbolt from the sky.” (Themis: A Study of
the Social Origins of Greek Religion, J.E. Harrison, Cambridge 1912, 220.)

20 An Oxford Turtle

First published In Przegl&d kulturalny 51/52, 1962; reprint in Kultura 7/8, 1963.

K.A. Jele"ski : Konstanty Aleksander Jele!ski (1922-1987), called "Kot" by friends;
Polish critic, translator, and journalist, resident in Paris from 1951. Involved in the Paris-
based journal Kultura, head of the Eastern European division of the anti-Communist
organization Congress for Cultural Freedom, and editor of Anthologie de la poésie
polonaise (1965) which included his translations of several poems by Wat, who also
advised on the anthology.

In KJ's papers there is an early version of this poem, a typescript with corrections by
hand, furnished with the dedication: "For Konstanty A. Jele!ski a little turtle for his
ménagerie of cats.” This version has an added finale, crossed out by hand: "At night |
went to the Post Office and sent a telegram: Ariadne, Ich liebe dich dein Dionysos.” PZ
518-519.
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Magdalen College: AW participated in a conference on literature in the Soviet Union
held in July 1962 under the auspices of the journal Survey at St. Anthony's College
Oxford, at the invitation of his friend Leopold Labedz. AW's remarks, delivered in
French and titled Quelques apercus sur les rapports entre la littérature et la realité
sovietique (Remarks Concerning the Relationship between Soviet Literature and Reality)
was published in Polish translation in the essay collection Swiat na haku i pod kluczem
(The World on a Hook and under Key), 1985 and in English: ADH 161-191.

Queen of Sheba: the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford holds a Florentine panel portraying
the Arrival of the Queen of Sheba.

universals: the turtle and Adriana play out a version of a fourteenth-century dispute
involving Oxford theologians; William of Ockham maintained that universals did not
exist outside the mind.

Hiram-Abi: Hiram Abiff is a central allegorical figure in Masonic ritual, presented as the
architect of King Solomon's temple who is murdered in that temple for refusing to
divulge secrets, and distinct from three Hirams mentioned in the Old Testament, all of
whom are nevertheless credited with a role in the building of the Temple. 1 Kings 5:1-10;
1 Kings 7:13-14; 2 Sam 5: 11; 2 Chronicles 2:13-14.

Astaroth: in demonology, the Great Duke of Hell, a male figure in the evil trinity

with Beelzebub and Lucifer. The name Astaroth derives from the Phoenician

goddess Astarte, an equivalent of the Babylonian Ishtar, and the earlier Sumerian Inanna.
Mentioned in the Hebrew Bible in the forms Ashtoreth (singular) and Ashtaroth (plural).
"For Solomon went after Ashtoreth the goddess of the Zidonians.” 1 Kings 11:4-5.

The pseudepigraphal Testament of Solomon, attributed to King Solomon of Israel, but
thought to date to the early centuries CE, mentions "Asteraoth™ (in Greek) as an angel
opposed to the demon of power.

Empedocles: Greek philosopher (494-c.434 BCE), about whose death diverse legends
exist. Diogenes Laértius records the story that Empedocles died by throwing himself

into Mount Etna on Sicily, so that the people would believe his body had vanished and he
had turned into an immortal god. But the volcano threw back one of his sandals,
revealing the deceit.

Grabbing them /by the armful from the Ili river rushes:

"Wat: ...I am really not a cruel person, | have no cruelty in me. In prison | may have
killed some lice and bedbugs, and | might have killed some flies when | was five or six,
but afterwards | felt very disgusted by it.

Milosz: In one of your poems you say you Killed a turtle.

Wat: The poem is not accurate. | was there when it was being killed, but I didn't do the
killing. I never killed a single turtle. I accused myself injustly. Ola is my witness. No, on
the contrary, I'm terrified by blood.” MC 22.
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Promkombinat: from Russian promyshlennost’, industry, and kombinat, combine; an
industrial conglomerate in the USSR.

21 On a Walk

First published in Oficyna Poetow 2, 1967.

BW 11-355 TS has handwritten note under title: *To Genesis 1V, 17" and dedication: "To
Zbigniew Herbert".

BW 11-359 TS has handwritten note in upper left hand corner: "recite to the rhythm of la
fille de Minos et de Pasiphaé,” a celebrated line from Racine, Phédre, 1.1. 36.

Temekh: possibly the name Tamah or Temah, mentioned in Nehemiah 7:55 as a family
of servants of the First Temple; also found engraved on an elliptical black stone, called
the Shelomit seal, excavated in Eilat Mazar in Jerusalem in 2008.

Cain's wife: Midrashic tradition has Cain and Abel intending to marry sisters, of whom
one was most beautiful -- the cause of Cain's killing of Abel. "Cain was a twin, for with
him was born a girl; and Abel was one of three, for with him came two girls.” Samuel
Rapaport's compilation and translation Tales and Maxims from the Midrash (London
1907).

Tirzah, Abel's widow: The Biblical Tirza(h) has no connection to Abel but is one of the
daughters of Zelophehad (Numbers 26:33). Wat's source may be an epic poem of 1758 by
the Swiss painter, poet and translator Salomon Gessner (1730-1788) titled Der Tod Abels
(The Death of Abel in Five Books, 1794 English translation by Mary Collyer), in which
Abel is bitterly mourned by a wife called Thirza (an alternate transcription of the Hebrew
name) and the action takes place in a pastoral setting of groves and springs in stark
contrast to the scene of Wat's poem.

sons of Cain: only one son, Enoch, is mentioned in Genesis 4:17.

"The cries of my offspring/ reach all the way to my rock. / Crying and full of whims/ they
wake up to their day./ The offspring - so who do they come from?... So my wife wasn't
beautiful even if | am an aesthete./ Passons, she was the mother of my sons Menoch, Irad,
and Mechuil." "A Pastoral Poem,"ADH 92-93.

A streamlined hunter: the Biblical Abel is a "keeper of sheep” (4:2). One interpretation

sees the brothers' conflict as embodying a division between new agricultural and old
nomadic society (sower vs hunter).
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in that music he finds his dream again: "my life had been a constant search for an
enormous dream in which my fellow creatures and animals, plants, chimeras, stars and
minerals were in a pre-established harmony, a dream that is forgotten because it must be
forgotten, and is sought desperately, and only sporadically does one find its tragic
fragments in the warmth of a person, in some specific situation, a glance -- in memory,
too, of course, in some specific pain, some moment. | loved that beauty with a passion; |
loved it in voices, voices. And then, instead of harmony, there was nothing but scraps and
tatters. And perhaps that alone is what it means to be a poet.” MC 209.

In MC, AW also recounts an experience of being led onto the roof of the Lubyanka
prison around Easter 1941 and hearing fragments of Bach from a nearby radio: "I told
you that I used to dream, very often if not always, that | was flying along, an inch above
the ground...after my first "fall” as I called it, | stopped having those dreams, and | never
soared above the earth again. But in Lubyanka peace had finally returned to me; | was
like a eunuch there. Then suddenly, it was early spring. That false intoxication or,
actually, that purely cerebral intoxication, again as if by magic -- not like the paintings of
St. Anthony: this wasn't bad, it was lovely, the world of sexual beauty. And that was
connected to the music | heard.” MC 238-239

Cain's howl: "...I was a pariah branded with the mark of Cain, Cain the anti-
Communist." D 304.

22 Departure of Antaeus

First published in Kultura 11, 1963, under the title: "The Predicament of Antaeus".

the earth is unkind... the whirring spindles of galaxies : According to Greek myth, the
giant Antaeus, invincible as long as he remained in contact with the earth, is helpless
when lifted into the air and crushed by Hercules.

"As soon as the light opened': Wat quotes from a Polish translation of An Account of the
Pelew Islands, George Keate, 1788.

Wat's note to the Polish poem: "The text in italics is from An Account of the Pelew
Islands (whose author and translator are unknown to me)."

PZ identifies Keate's Polish translator as X. Remigiusz %adowski (Warsaw 1792).

The 2002 edition of Keate's book gives its full title as: An Account of the Pelew Islands,
Situated in the Western Part of the Pacific Ocean, Composed from the Journals and
Communications of Captain Henry Wilson, and Some of his Officers, who, in August
1783, were there Shipwrecked, in the Antelope, a Packet Belonging to the Honourable
East India Company.
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I don't believe in the resurrection in the flesh: "Everything in Christianity that is
material, hylistic, real, literal, is superfluous; it has no better realization than in the
religion of Moses, no better sublimation than in Greece. What cuts me off from
Catholicism? Everything in it that has to do with matter, with things, with reality. The
personal God, the resurrection of the flesh, the transfiguration, and so on.” D 107; "I don't
believe in the resurrection of the flesh.” D 327;

"Jesus son of David is my God until the cross that is the summit of human History, but |
don't believe in bodily resurrection, and even if I could believe, | wouldn't want it...". ("A
Few Words about the Stove™) ADH 330.

Obory to Jezidérna: AW's flight from the Nazi invasion in September 1939 took him and
his family via these towns (one later home to a writers' house where AW stayed
repeatedly in the 1950s, the other an industrial town) south of Warsaw as they made their
way eastward toward Lwow.

A fir tree in Otwock: In 1939 until the Nazi invasion, the Wat family was living in
Otwock, a suburb on the eastern edge of Warsaw; it was here AW's mother died in the
summer of 1939, in a room with a view of fir trees.

Anadyomene: cf. note to Poem 12, Ode |

passons: Fr. let us move on.

birds and fish: In the context of an early AW poem, "Wie$" (The Countryside), Tomas
Venclova comments that Wat here "re-creates the ancient mythological opposition
between fish and birds"”. AWL 43.

"Also a charming letter from Marek +u#awski... the ideal reader for my poems! He has
understood 'Antaeus’ and ends, gracefully: "I wish you better weather than you have
hitherto met with" - writing this, I think that really I had in mind both Berkeley and
Death! Whose is the voice of the clarinet?" D 67.

"The Predicament of Antaeus - sure, it's an obscure poem, | buried the leads there; they

are all connected to me, but if | tried to bring them all to the surface I wouldn't be able to
make it work, it would get too talky.” D 72.

23 Little Landscape 1939

First published in Wiadomosci 31, 1964, with the title "Little Landscape 1938".

BW 11-358 TS is dated "Paris, October 1963."
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Antoni Slonimski: Polish-Jewish poet (1895-1976): "Skamander poet and author of a
famous weekly column in Wiadomo!ci Literackie during the interwar years; spent the
Second World War in England; returned to Warsaw in 1951 and lent his support to the
new communist regime; leading dissident figure in the last decade of his life." CA xx.

"Yesterday Antoni turned up. A huge joy for us - he's the only person from the prewar
crowd to whom I'm attached. Someone so close to me in his sense of our generation's
times, despite such differences in mentality, style, poetry.” D 136.

the road from Obory to Jeziorna: cf. Poem 20

us, worms: "But | am a worm, and no man." Psalms 22:6; "'l have said to corruption,
Thou art my father: to the worm, Thou art my mother, and my sister..." Job 17:14; "The
womb shall forget him; the worm feed sweetly on him; he shall be no more remembered,
and wickedness shall be broken as a tree.” Job 24:20; "How much less man, that is a
worm? and the son of man, which is a worm?" Job 25:6; "Fear not, thou worm Jacob, and
ye men of Israel” Isaiah 41:14.

You are comely, daughter of Hyperborean Sharon!: "I am black, but comely, o ye
daughters of Jerusalem.” Song of Solomon 1:5; "I am the rose of Sharon, and the lily of
the valleys". Song 2:1; "How hath the Lord covered the daughter of Zion with a cloud in
his anger, and cast down from heaven unto the earth the beauty of Israel.” Lamentations
2:1.

The Hebrew word for "Sharon" [KLMN] can be translated as plain, and therefore
"Hyperborean Sharon” may be read as "Northern plain,” or one of the flat Mazovian
lands on the edge of Warsaw that Wat descibes. The Polish word for pine tree, sosna, is
feminine: a "daughter of the Northern plain™.

24 Farewell to Summer

First published in CS.

BW 11-352 has a TS draft with a dedication "to Zbigniew Herbert" added by hand, then
crossed out. The same TS draft has an epigraph from: "Regulae, constitutiones,
reservationes candellariae S.Domini nostra Leonis Papae, Roma, 1514, according to
Agrippa d'Aubigne, 1669": "Et nota diligenter quod huius modi gratiae et dispensationes
non concedunter pauperibus, qui non sunt, ideo non possunt consolari”.
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tomorrow's battle: toward the end of 1966, attacks on Israel from Jordanian territory
increased dramatically in the build-up to the Six-Day War of 1967.

summer is passing!... Summer is over: "The harvest is past, the summer is ended, and
we are not saved." Jeremiah 8:20.

An Amazon rode by at full gallop: "The Amazons moved on, ...only the horses' trot
solidly beat out their tempo and rhythm." Poem 50, In the Bois de Boulogne.

little Jocelyne with her head of curls: Jocelyne (Jocelyne Esther Journo, 1951-1972)
was one of the popular girl singers of the yé-yé movement mentioned later in the poem;
she recorded her first hit at age twelve and died in a car accident at the age of twenty.

brushes off two old men: the scene echoes the Biblical narrative of Susanna fending off
advances from two elders who have spied on her. Daniel 13 (Vulgate).

miserere: From Latin version of Psalm 51, Miserere mei, Deus set by Gregorio Allegri.

ye-ye: a style of popular music that arose in France and other parts of Western Europe in
the 1960s, combining features of rock, jazz, French chanson.

BW 11-352 has an additional line at the end: "Generatowie, nadzy, na (ofwiach
wje8d8aj* w Krdlestwo Niebieskie." (Generals, naked, ride on tortoises into the Kingdom
of Heaven.)

25 An Attempt to Describe the Last Skirmish of the Second World War

First published Wiadomo!ci 34, 1967.

An Attempt to Describe: cf. "Attempt at a Description™ by Zbigniew Herbert (Study of
the Object 1961).

To My Brother: Among the contemporaneous poems not included in the published series
is one titled "My Brother's Dream™ (Sen mojego brata), with the dedication "In memory
of Dadek™; AW's older brother Dawid was a talented painted who was shot by German
occupation forces near Warsaw in 1939 or 1940.

AW's eldest brother Aron is thought to have perished in Treblinka during the war; the
only brother who survived the war years along with AW was Moryc, who left for
Belgium before the Nazi invastion. Moryc and his daughter Roma stayed with AW on
Mallorca in 1966 and 1967, where he finished editing his last poetry collection.
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silver Artemis: from the 5th century BCE onward, Artemis was the Greek Goddess of
the moon, as well as of hunting, wild animals and the wilderness.

Hecate: Greek goddess of magic, witchcraft, the night, the moon and ghosts; generally
represented as a combination of three figures, the crescent new moon, the half-moon and
the full-moon.

Lavanah: or, Lebanah (Ezra 2:43-45), a Hebrew name meaning "white moon".

Lady of Byblos: cf. note to Poem 13, Ode I1.

Tanit: Punic and Phoenician goddess, deity of the city of Carthage (where she was
worshiped under the Romans as Juno Caelestis), equivalent to the moon-goddess Astarte.

"And again/ soldiers pass, one after another, then in pairs,/ then in a crowd. How they
reek. Of the long road,/ and of health. How they will stink/ in sickness, in agony. / Diane

ran after the last one. Off,/ off with his head, shouts queen Diana Hecate/ Luna. In the
pallid firmament.” Songs of a Wanderer V, WTS 55..

26 From Whispers on Tape

*** [The cruelty of the invaders]

First published in CS.

Republished in Wiadomosci, 1968, no 14 under the title "Invaders™, dated a year later,
June 19, 1966.

<June 19, 1965. Terrible day>: "I've never had such extended and uninterrupted pain..."
AW to Jan Lebenstein, K.I 350;
"Aleksander is suffering terribly again...his pain is now beyond the threshold of the

bearable, and the high dose of painkillers he has to take stupify and weaken him." Ola
Wat, postscriptum to AW's letter K.I 351.

*** [Faces of stone]

First published in CS.
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*** [A whisper to the stonecutters]

First published CS.

Amen, venerabilis Domine

"About AD 687 the Venerable Bede, priest and monk, shone in England. Although Bede
is included in the catalog of the saints, he is called Venerable by the church, and this for
two reasons. The first is that when his eyesight was failing due to his extreme age, he is
said to have had a guide who led him to towns and villages where he preached the word
of God. And once, when they were passing through a valley that was filled with large
stones, his disciple, to have fun with him, told him that a great throng was gathered there,
silently and eagerly waiting to hear him preach. He therefore preached fervently, and
when he came to the conclusion through all the ages of ages, the stones, they say, broke
out in a loud Amen, venerable Father [Amen, venerabile Pater]"! So, because the stones
miraculously hailed him as venerable, he was known thereafter by that title. Or, as others
say, it was the angels who responded: 'Venerable father, you have spoken well!" " Jacob
de Voragine, The Golden Legend, tr. W.G. Ryan et al, Princeton 2012; 761.

"Through the odious alchemies of forests, the seven candlesticks of Salomon, through the
seven wanderings of Jesus -- the reply of the stone blocks: Amen venerabilis Domine.” Ja
z jednej strony (Me from One Side), P 313. (Fragment cut from revised version of text.)

blessed Jacob de Voragine: (circa 1230-1298) Italian chronicler and archbishop of
Genoa; Legenda Aurea, his compilation of tales of medieval saints was one of the most
read texts of the Middle Ages. Translated from Latin and printed by William Caxton in
1483 as The Golden Legend. A more recent translation is cited above.

"Le Bienheureux Jacques de Voragine™ JA z Jednej Strony (ME from One Side...), P 313.
stones...damning us: "cursed in the beginning, exiled from stone...;""If God exists, He is

there. At the heart of stones;" "held back/ by the voice of the stone:/ Stop, here is your
threshold..." Songs of a Wanderer, 11. WTS 48-50.

***[The mixer of paints poured cinnabar]

First published in Wiadomo!ci 24, 1967.
TS variant has an additional line at the end, crossed out: "ton)", I drown. BW 11 -352.

cinnabar: red mineral ore with highly toxic properties, used to make vermillion (paint,
rouge)
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Stella Maris: Star of the Sea, one of the appellations of Mary in her role of protectress of
sailors.

*** [The plaster will fall]

First published in Wiadomo!ci 24, 1967, as part of a group of poems subtitled "from the
forthcoming poetry collection CS," but this particular poem was not included in the
volume.

***[Paper crumbled, consumed by time and moths]

First published in Wiadomo!ci 25, 1967, as part of a group of poems subtitled "from the
forthcoming poetry collection CS," but this particular poem was not included in the
volume.

"My relation to Communism was a little like Simone Weil's to Catholicism. | was afraid
of infecting it. I could feel the burden I carried in myself as a literary man, a poet -- the
burden of the old capitalist bourgeois decadent Adam.” MC 15.

27 ***[What am | doing here in the ghostly city of San Francisco?]

First published Wiadomosci 16, 1967.

"Oh the days I didn't drown myself drinking in San Francisco cafés!...I was always a
servant bowing like the most feeble reed -- a thinking reed; | was as breakable as a sliver
of mica and as weightless as a dragonfly wing...So | wander on the San Francisco
waterfront under the low dirty gray sky, in the rain and gusts of wind that turn the copula
of my Made-in-Japan umbrella upside down; | wander and I don't drown, and | don't feel
like drowning at all; I stare at the dirty gray film of clouds above me, and at the olive-
colored bay; only the bridges are a solid black, and the island disappears into a dirty
creeping fog...

So I wander in Frisco in the year of 1964, in January, having been barely five
weeks in the New World where | found a better season than we had hitherto met with...
This is Amica America -- it is so remote from the Old World jaundiced from indigestion
and pickled with bitterness that only just freed me from its yellow and rotting but still
grinding teeth...So | wander around this city of San Francisco, and I shelter from the
stormy weather in a café, and | stuff myself on crab -- far from the lies, bitterness,
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disappointments and envies of the Old World...But the cloud over San Francisco is
brownish-gray, the sky is olive-brown, and the island -- the Island of the Dead -- recedes
and sinks into a brown fog...

So | am writing this poem, my first in Amica America, in a Negro café. So this is
what | need to write -- this, and not being in Arcadia [Berkeley] -- | need to drown,
drown, always drown so that in my old head all the bric-a-brac awakens. There have
been so many sunrises and sunsets, and so much misery and moments of Verweile doch,
du bisst so schén. So many ascents to heaven and descents to hell, and so many demons
and knives -- so many, so many, so many." D 169-172.

28 In a Train Compartment

First published in Oficyna Poetow 2, 1967.

sweet flag grass: also called sweet rush, beewort, calamus root, myrtle grass, etc.; a
wetland plant used in traditional medicine to treat pain, indigestion and eye disease.

To be/a cow in a meadow. To be a Mouse, WTS 15.
29 *** [Last night, well after midnight]
First published in CS.

earth worm: "But God prepared a worm when the morning rose the next day, and it
smote the gourd that it withered.” Jonah 4:7.

"He dozed off. When he woke up

an earthworm stood before him. It was shaking as if doing the twist.
It was slender and pretended to be a snake,

all flesh, naked, unprotected

(except for fine hair) pinkish-yellowish, defenseless.

its cartilage

crunched, this probably woke

Cain...

(with all its length, and it was long - 3 meters and 28 centimeters)
... the earthworm at the dawn of history."

A Pastoral Poem, ADH 94.
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G.d: God; the Polish "P.B." stands for "Pan Bog," the Lord God.

like a spring: "But the one on high was always the Spring. He was always an
unbreakable Spring, always resistant, always unbreakable and resistant to what my guts
wanted, my brain, my soul, and everything that populated it, and it was legion.” D 169-
170.

30 ***[A square across the road]

First published CS.

This landscape is transected by an arrow: "Thou shalt not be afraid for the terror by
night; nor for the arrow that flieth by day.” Psalm 91:5.

31 *** [The unearthly beauty of things]

First published in CS.

my wife's face. Her eyes/ forever and ever Amen: "Throughout our many misfortunes
and our poverty and suffering she retained her beauty, which radiates from a beautiful
soul... When | was in the pit of illness and bitterness of spirit, she unfailingly watched
over me and supported me in every moment with a patience only the purest love can
give....Her vigil over me. When my face was already sunken and I was turning blue, and
there was no help apart from the prayer of her love and compassion... | pray to God, in
whom | don't know if or how I believe, to grant her a serene old age without me.” ("My
Wife;" D 336.

32 Holderlin

First published in Wiadomo!ci 31, 1964.

Empedocles: Holderlin wrote several versions of a drama called Der Tod des
Empedokles (The Death of Empedocles) between 1797 and 1800.

Lotte Zimmer: daughter of Holderlin's host and protector Ernst Zimmer; she acted as the

poet's nurse and housekeeper, continuing in this role after the death of her father.
Holderlin is known to have played the flute and piano at the Zimmers'.
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dichterisch wohnt der Mensch auf dieser Erde: "In Lieblicher Blaue” (In Lovely
Blue); "poetically/ Man dwells on this earth, Hymns and Fragments by Friedrich
Holderlin, tr. R Sieburth, Princeton 1984.

Das Angenehme dieser Welt hab ich genossen:

In a letter to Konstanty Jele!ski of February 22, 1963, AW notes: "In translating
Holderlin | replaced the bad ‘charms’ (uroki) with ‘enchantments’ (powabami)- which
seems to me closer to the German das Angenehme than the Polish words 'przyjemno$*,'
‘przyjemne’ (pleasures, pleasant), which has an aura of triviality to boot." K.l 329.

Ich bin nichts mehr, ich lebe nicht mehr gerne: "So to save myself, to get myself out of
all obligations and out of all these impossible situations, there's nothing for it but to order
myself one more time, even if only for this one year, to have the will to live. Not to pray
for death, not to write jokey macabre poems about it -- let's face it, worse and worse
poems, because while I carried on a conversation with it, a debate, the poems were worth
something, but my snickers on the subject are banal, stupid, pretentious, like something
out of [the Baroque poet] Father Baka. To forget about it, remove it from my memory
and imagination, even when I've lost all taste for life, when ich lebe nicht mehr gerne."
June 11, 1964, D 201.

Diotima: Friedrich Holderlin's name for Susette Gontard (1769 — 1802), wife of his
employer, the Frankfurt banker Jakob Friedrich Gontard, after Diotima of Mantinea, the
Greek prophetess who appears in Plato's Symposium. SG inspired H's novel Hyperion
(1797-99) and appears in a number of his poems. His unhappy love for her, and her early
death, are thought to have played a part in his mental collapse in 1806.

33 *** [While he trembled...]

First published in Wiadomo!ci 25, 1967, signed "On Christmas Eve, 1962, in freezing
Paris".

author of Octostichs: Jarostaw Iwaszkiewicz (1894-1980), novelist and poet who started
out as a member of the Skamander group in Warsaw between the wars; active during
World War Il in hiding Jews on and near his estate in Stawisko; after the war, served as
president of the Polish Writers' Union. His debut collection Oktostychy (1919) "was a
daring experiment with metrics and assonance;" "his early poems puzzled everybody by
strangely combining the technique of an ironic madrigal with a rush of colors and
sounds." Milosz, History 390.
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"I recently wrote a poem [after] your Octostichs -- they've stayed with me powerfully and
deeply since 1920 -- forty-two years is a trifle." AW to J. lwaszkiewicz, December 31,
1962. K.l 326.

S*amor non e, che dunque: from Petrarch, Canzoniere 132:

S'amor non e, che dunque € qué i’ sénto?
Ma s'égli € amor, per Dio, che cosa, e quale?
Se buona, ond' é 'l éffettd aspro e mortale?

in Chaucer's version:

If no love is, O God, what fele | so?
And if love is, what thing and which is he?
If love be good, from whennes cometh my woo?

Chaucer, Canticus Troili 1, 400-402, Troilus and Criseyde.

Like a spinning spool I wind the dreams around me/ so in my sleep I'll be a dream
and you, a dream: In Kartki, AW quotes Goethe in a letter to Charlotte Stein, March 8,
1805: "Keep me from the evil spirit by turns, You and sleep.” D 332.

34 On Our Street

First published in CS.

the wind from off the Pacific: "I've never suffered such bad pain so long... It is certainly
the Pacific, which holds beasts such as Bosch never knew. And your beasts. For three
weeks now, wind, hurricanes.” Letter to Jan Lebenstein, April 12, 1965, K.I 350.

Every morning before I enter the green water,/ | observe in the mirror a skeleton/
loosely covered with skin: "Terror turns your flesh green/ when you wake up at night. /
In order to meet fear proudly/ you stand naked before the mirror.” Before a Weimar
Portrait of Durer, WTS 17.

In a corrected TS in BW 11-350 these lines are followed by a crossed-out line and a half:
"with my sex suspended like a pang of lost happiness. / Irrevocably."

when Ibsen was dying: Venclova in his biography quotes AW's afterword to Pug-Iron
Stove: "For a long time, I intended to commit suicide as a poéte maudit, at the latest
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before the age of 25, which seemed to me the last boundary before debasement,” and
links it to the poem's passage obliquely invoking Ibsen's Peer Gynt: "The nightingales
sing for my death. Blind Solveig and the peacocks.” AWL 63.

invitation to my funeral:

"Easy for us in the luxurious conditions we have here to speak of gas: Ola finally uttered
the word, the word that has sat and played in my mind for so long, from the time we
decided that there would be no return to the couch of agony on Niemcewicza Street. We
said: we've lived through so many joys and sorrows that we can say to ourselves:
enough.” D 175.

35 From a Basket

First published CS.

"Later a hotel on the corner of Third Street, a dirty sign pronounces cleanliness, poor
black men go in and out, an old whore with beautiful eyes and a protruding jaw like a
horse, apart from which she's a replica of the one from Requieme pour une nonne,
weeping and suddenly laughing stupidement and her tears flow like []; she shouts angrily
at this or thay man and then again suddenly quiets down, then again cries and sobs, wipes
her nose and again suddenly laughs like a child, and her horse jaw falls, and her eyes
become completely horse-like. Then at seven PM, on Mission Street several old men at a
cross street, all identically dressed in dark clothes, the identical look of poor Jews from
the ghetto, but attentive to their appearance, a long patient line at the shut doors, alot of
them on crutches, silent, only right in front of the doors some old women chatter and and
a group of youngsters on the other side -- vagrants, beatniks? Life Lines Mission. A
homeless shelter? True, the old men remind me more of Sicily than of the ghetto. And
before that, on shabby street in many black hotels big lobbies with arms chairs and in
them old men, a bit better groomed, sit in silence, one reads the paper, it's only seven,
evidently at some late hour, when there are no others customers, they will be rented
rooms for cheap. Here | wrote my first poem in America, apparently | need misery to
write. Or authenticity? Because Berkeley isn't authentic and my writer's instinct felt that
in spite of my conscious mind, the layers of inauthenticity in educated American society,
false. And that's surely why so far | haven't been able and haven't wanted to write my
little memoir here? Blacks, poor old folk, wild youth, tough business people. And yet it's
Amica America. Disillusionment follows us everywhere, it's our shadow." (D 168)

Chinatown: "Chinatown disappointed me: a less than superficial exoticism, you can tell

it's preserved for commercial value, not from need or nostalgia...A mass of ugly, vulgar
things -- something like the souvenir shops in Paris."” D 164.
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Like the flame of Eros turned upside down: "the god with the inverted torch.” Poem
14, Ode Il1.

36 Elements for a Portrait

First published in CS.
Original title: Sztrychy do portretu (Lines for a Portrait).

"Paris, 22.10.63. | wrote poems again. One from a note: Two Cheka officers return to
Moscow" - disgusting but necessary, and the other "Lines for a Portrait," the influence --
not very effective for now -- of Janek Lebenstein's Aloum.” D 116.

"Dinner at the Lebensteins'... above all, his new portfolio of drawings and a few new
paintings...The album is extraordinary: natural history from the Paleocene -- the first
attempts at creation, reptiles, mammals, the devil appears, a devilish half-human.
Janek captured the principle itself of creation from a chaos of almost-forms and after-
forms. That's how it really was. Paleontologists should learn from this: it's the most
profound realism and the most dynamic.

But at the same time another strain, degrading, dangerous: diablerie, sadomasochistic
eroticism: animal-people with a Daumier-like, social menace, a stylization -- conscious
sub-grotesques. Those proud animals with women's legs in slippers, very well-done in
one drawing, in another it reveals the banal eroticism of a maitre réligieux. A very
dangerous reductive tendency, | hinted at it to him, and | should say more." D 132.

37 Biography

First published CS.

a king's son: "To be capable of writing, | must feel myself the son of a king, at the very
least. Just that, not a great writer, not a genius. Fortunately, since such a sentiment is
alien to me." D 162.

a transit/ jail in Kiev: "The children were my consolation in Kiev prison. There were
whole swarms of children there...A lot of nice, bright, likable faces, probably more than
in the average school. Four or five looked degenerate, syphilitic, but a good many had
lively, attractive, warm faces. One had curly hair and brown eyes and bore a striking
resemblance to my own son, Andrzej, and it was that one who ran over to us and said,
'Hey, pop, give us a smoke." Winking at his cohorts, he said something about us, some
crude remark about Poles, but in a friendly tone of voice. They chuckled and cursed in
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response: they were merry and abusive, too, but not unfriendly. The sight of them lit up
the world for me. But then a second later I thought, Could Andrzej already be in with a
gang like that?... How many juvenile convicts were there in that transit prison? Tens of
thousands? A few days later, on the way to the latrine we passed their open cell -- swarms
of them on the three-tiered plank beds smoke, darkness. They had been kicking up a row,
storming the door with tables, chairs, what have you, protesting against something --
protesting in a Soviet prison! The guards seemed helpless; they stood in the doorway
using patient persuasion, ignoring the curses. | had already observed the special warmth
the NKVD men had shown the kids in Zamarstynow prison. Was it because so many of
the NKVD men were former waifs themselves?" MC 169-170.

Makarenko colony. The pedagogical poem/ begins: Anton Semyonovich Makarenko
(1888-1939), educational theorist, one of the founders of Soviet pedagogy; developed
theory and methodology of self-governing child collectives, introducing notion of
productive labor into the educational system. After the Russian Revolution and Civil War
he established orphanages for orphaned street children and juvenile deliguents, among
them the Gorky Colony and Dzerzhinsky labor commune, which are also the subject of
Pedagogical Poem (1933-35), a novel for which Makarenko was awarded the Order of
the Red Banner of Labor in 1938; it was adapted for film in 1955 (English title: Road to
Life).

"I had been so taken in by Makarenko's Pedagogical Poem, The Republic of Skhid, A
Start in Life, all those teachers in leather jackets who wisely and humanely eliminated
Russia's plague of homeless waifs. When was that? Right after the civil war, | think." MC
170.

38 Skin and Death

First published Wiadomo!ci 31, 1964.

The poem's shape is a clear allusion to the painter's "axial figures™ of the late 1950s and
early 1960s. When AW sent it to Jan Lebenstein in November 5, 1963, the poem was
titled: "On a Certain Stalinist Marchioness" and signed: "Aleksander War to Jan
Lebenstein as a token of friendship and adoration™. K.I 349.

"Czeslaw pointed at the Baroque aspect: a self-reflecting skeleton, the flesh flakes, but
why Balenciaga? He'd prefer it without politics. | pointed out that it's a collective portrait,
did that convince him? He advises another, more Baroque title - rightly (I changed it to
"Flesh and Death™). Paris, November 9, 1963; D 126.
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self-respecting skeleton: "An animal with self-respect goes to die in the desert. A self-
respecting skeleton doesn't show itself naked. Whatever I put on, I'm naked now. An old
man." D 201.

wondrous skin: "With the skin, I experienced Creation, full of gifts, welcoming surfaces,
smiles of light, fragrances and sounds, sweet to the senses. With the skin, | experienced
Creation from the first morning to the late evening, before nightfall, when it said to itself:
"It is good' " Poem 14, Ode III.

Eheu!: Eheu fugaces, Posthume, /Posthume, labuntur anni; "alas how the years go by/..."
Horace, Odes tr. D. Ferry.

medal / of a heroine of the household: from July 1944, the USSR awarded medals for
Maternity to women (medali Materinstva) who had born five children (2nd class medal)
or six children (1st class medal).

Red Moscow: Krasnaya Moskva, a spicy, floral fragrance created in 1925 as the "first
Soviet perfume,” although some sources claim it was a new name for an old perfume
created in 1913 at Henri Brocard's factory in Moscow as Le Bouquet Préféré de
L'Impératrice. After the Revolution, Brocard's was nationalized and renamed Novaya
Zarya (New Dawn).

Komsomol: Abbreviation of "Vsesoyuznyi Leninskii Kommunisticheskii Sojuz
Molodezhi (All-Union Leninist Young Communist League), a Soviet youth organization
created in 1918.

my husband: In a letter to Jerzy Giedroyc of July 21, 1961, AW applies the epithet
"Stalinist countess™ to Zosia Breza, "infernal Zosia", the wife of Tadeusz Breza (1905-
1970), a novelist and essayist whose postwar writing propagated the official party line;
after a diplomatic stint at the Vatican in 1955-1959 he was appointed cultural attache at
the Polish Embassy in Paris, a post generally considered a cover for intelligence-
gathering activities which Breza held until 1965. K.I 186.

39 In a Literary Cafe
First published Wiadomo!ci 34, 1967.
M. Shore in Caviar and Ashes details the history of Wat's generation of writers and their

connection to Warsaw's Cafe Ziemialska, a center of literary debate before World War
I1. "Once upon a time, in a Cafe called Ziemialska,” Ch. 1, 10-32.
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"Distrust in what scientists say. The distrust, revulsion of poets. At the present time, an
excess of everything: people, sounds, machines, books (on the other hand not enough
bread for everyone) and the confusion of all things, what a monumental stupidity to
identify these two dislikes, which are so different they're not even opposites. Even the old
and wise poet Wazyk let himself be caught on the hook of structuralism: Jakobson's
metonymies and metaphors, even information theory. Although whatever others might
know, he having been an enthusiast of the mathematician Poincaré in his early youth,
should know that the first prescription of any scientific methodology is ‘from here to
there," ‘from-to'. In Twérczo!$, a quality journal at any rate, young people are publishing
grand scientific treatises with diagrams (from information theory, from cybernetics) on
the subject of a lousy two-line poem by a mediocre poet, my late lamented friend Bruno
Jasielski. Even N., my very intelligent friend, praised Gombrowicz's Kosmos among
other things because it aligns with the most current scientific thinking. "No!" I cried --
"Kosmos is an excellent book because, among other things, it has nothing in common
with the most current scientific thinking!" D 270-271.

The Squire's Daughter: the final story in Aleksandr Pushkin's Tales of Belkin (1831), in
which a prominent theme is the difference between traditional (Russian) customs and
new cultural fashions imported from abroad.

Romek Jacobson: Roman Jakobson (1896-1982) Jewish Russian literary theorist and
pioneer of structural linguistics. After founding the modern discipline of phonology,
Jakobson extended similar techniques to the study of other aspects of language. Drawing
on C. S. Peirce's semiotics, as well as from communication theory and cybernetics, he
also proposed methods for the investigation of the other arts.

Peiper: Tadeusz Peiper (1891-1969) "poet and literary theorist; born in Cracow and spent
the years of World War | in Spain; founder in the 1920s of the constructivist journal
Zwrotnica; arrested and imprisoned in Lvov in 1940; returned to Warsaw after the war
and spent his last years in isolation. Died in 1969." Shore, Caviar and Ashes xx

A béatons rompus: randomly, in a disorganized fashion.

40 A King and Kingly Dreams

First published Wiadomo!ci 31, 1964.
AWPB 11, 358 typescript version is dated "Paris, October 1963".

Barite. Dense, silvery white stone first found on Mount Paderno near Bologna in 1603,
by an Italian cobbler and alchemist, Vicenzo Cascariolo, who synthesized from it a
luminescent material that glowed at night after being exposed to the sun during the day;

243



first thought to be the ‘philosopher’s stone,’ capable of transmuting base metals to gold,
later identified as barium sulfate.

This poem is listed (D 126) by AW as one of a group of poems intended "for Kultura™
but later rejected.

the king: Milosz "likes A King very much -- he laughs, of course he understands which
king I mean.” (D 126). "A joking little portrait of [Jerzy] Giedroyc," J. Zielilski,
introduction to AW, Wiersze wybrane (Selected Poems) 8, 1987.

41 From Hesiod

First published in Wiadomo!ci 29, 1967.

BW 11-360, TS with handwritten corrections: variant of line 1: "Czuwa#i nad nami
aniotowie" (Angels kept watch over us.)

they went to their deaths with a light step: "Death came to them as sleep™ Hesiod,
Works and Days (tr. Wender) 62, 1973.

into a deer's dream: see Poem 39: "heaven of Does and (Dreams) Owils".

"When | was in a good mood | identified with deer. I'd seen them in Ciniselli's circus.
And in pictures, and in Biblical emblems. In the wooden hut at Purim, with its roof that
opened and shut, that smelled of sweet rush, and on the walls there were painted
Renaissance fruits in a basket and all sorts of animals.” D 289.

Golden Age: "The gods...first/ Fashioned a golden race of mortal men". Hesiod/Wender
62.

Chthonic demons: underground demons; "And then this race was hidden in the ground. /
But still they live as spirits of the earth;" Hesiod 62.

thaumaturges: magicians, miracle workers, those who use magic for non-religious
purposes.

similia similibus: poss. as in similia similibus curantur, "like cures like," Paracelsus.

they themselves became / plant, metal, selenite: "The earth then hid this second race,
and they/ Are called the spirits of the underworld™” Hesiod 63.

copulation in violence... death in a paroxysm of violence: "for they/ Could not control
themselves, but recklessly/ Injured each other and forsook the gods™ Hesiod 63.
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weak men of the Silver Age: "a lesser, silver race of men" Hesiod 62.

The extermination of all by all: "How else could we deal with the lava of fratricidal
love toward our fellow men?/ With those storms of exterminations of all by all?" Before
Breughel the Elder, WTS 27.

Their hands of iron, their brows of bronze, their eyes stony: cf. Poem 26, "Faces of
stone,” Whispers on Tape.

And doing each other violence, they died off./ Now they wend their way, shadows, in
ignominy: "They died by their own hands, and nameless, went / To Hades' chilly house.”
Hesiod 63.

wailing Kokytos: see Odyssey, Book 11, Aeneid, Book 6; "Cocytus, named of
lamentation loud / Heard on the rueful stream™ Paradise Lost 2. 579-580.

Bronze Age: "And Zeus the father made a race of bronze...they loved/ The groans and
violence of war". Hesiod 63.

Hector and Achilles/ die bravely at Troy: "And some, who crossed the open sea in
ships, / For fair-haired Helen's sake, were killed at Troy." Hesiod 63-64.

navigare necesse est: "navigare necesse est, vivere non est necesse": attributed by
Plutarch to Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, who, during a severe storm, commanded sailors to
bring food from Africa to Rome. Translated from Plutarch's Greek "OPQR1 S1TUV2, WX1
YZV S1TUV2" (Life of Pompey, Plutarch's Lives with an English Translation by
Bernadotte Perrin in Eleven Volumes, vol. 5, Harvard 1917).

"Men sailed the sea -- as yet the novice crew / Scarce knew the winds; timbers that long
had stood / High on the mountain ranges triumphed now, / Riding in arrogance on waves
unknown;" Metamorphoses Book I, I. 133 (tr. A.D. Melville, 1986)

the era of demigods: "A godlike race of heroes, who are called/ The demi-gods." Hesiod
63.

anagram...Love: Roma, anagram of Amor, founded by Aeneas.
Others settled in the Isles / of the Blessed, at the side of gentle Oceanus,/ gathering
three times what their hands sowed: "And there they live a carefree life, beside / The

whirling ocean, on the Blessed Isles. / Three times a year the blooming, fertile earth /
Bears honeyed fruits for them, the happy ones." Hesiod 64.
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Born, that | had died: "I wish | were not of this race, that | / Had died before, or had not
yet been born." Hesiod 64.

"Wherefore then hast thou brought me forth out of the womb? Oh that | had given up the
ghost, and no eye had seen me!" Job 10:18.

Our earth is given over to a cruel invader: "Men will destroy the towns of other men."
Hesiod 64.

Nemesis has abandoned us for good: "Last, to Olympus from the broad-pathed Earth, /
Hiding their loneliness in robes of white, / To join the gods, abandoning mankind, / Will
go the spirits Righteousness and Shame." Hesiod 65.

river deltas of desolation: see Poem 12, Ode Il

Age of Iron: "This is the race of iron."” Hesiod 64.

42 Hymn

First published in CS.
Anadyomene: cf. Poems 12 (Ode I) and 22, Departure of Antaeus, and elsewhere.

the constellation Coma / Berenices: more properly the asterism Coma Berenices, L. for
Berenice's Hair, a reference to the mythical account of Queen Berenice Il of Egypt who
sacrificed her hair as a votive offering for her cousin and husband Ptolemy 111 being
spared in war; it appears in the Northern sky between Leo and Bootes.

Flammarion's map: may refer to the 1877 work Atlas céleste by French astronomer,
science fiction author and mystic Camille Flammarion, 1842-1925 (the older brother of
Ernest Flammarion, founder of the eponymous French publishing house); the atlas
contains numerous maps of the constellations combined with drawings of astrological
figures and illustrations of various shapes of celestial nebulae.

Jewish Queen’s hair: in Racine's Bérénice (1670), based on a brief anecdote in
Suetonius, the Roman Emperor Titus, in love with Berenice, the Queen of Palestine (a
member of the Herod dynasty ruling Judaea between 39 BCE and 92 CE), rejects her as a
spouse because his people express objections to his marrying a foreign queen. This
Berenice is also mentioned in the Acts of the Apostles (25:13,23; 26:30). In referring to
her hair and "the clink of scissors,” AW is confusing (or purposely muddling) Racine's
story with the myth about the Egyptian Berenice.

246



the wuthering hills of Capri: AW visited Capri and other parts of Italy in the fall of
1949 after attending the International PEN Congress in Venice. "here, one cannot fail to
be an animist, one sees in the rocks and the sea the deities, who have surely grown wild
over so many centuries, but have retained ancient good looks even in their wild state...”
Letter to Ola Wat and Andrzej, October 3, 1949 K.1 653

the young Titus, who sent your fathers into slavery: Titus was the Roman emperor
who, charged with ending the Jewish rebellion, captured Jerusalem and destroyed the
Second Temple in 70 CE. "But when I stood in front of you, gate of Titus / -- O horrible!
O shameful! -- / | saw carved in stone / the face of my father. / his shoulders bent / under
a holy menorah! / His hands shackled/with your chains!" "Melodies from Hebrew," WTS
23.

"I wanted, | wanted very much to walk under the Arch of Titus. Later I learned that at no
time, for two millennia, had a Jew (at least a Roman Jew, and there were extremely
enlightened people among them) passed there -- while at the day of the announcement of
the State of Israel Roman Jews passed under it openly, in a crowd, to the sound of music,
joyfully and triumphantly.” D 29.

Tiberius the hermit-thug: a successful Roman general in his youth, the Emperor

Tiberius spent most of his final years on the island of Capri, withdrawn from public life
and relying on the Praetorian prefect Sejanus to rule; when Sejanus later fell from grace,
Tiberius had him executed in 31 CE and severely punished any act of mourning for him.

the aroma of Capri violets: "All the houses are festooned with violets, but a violet here
is a real violet, and the smell: sweet, probably the smell of vineyards, violets, sea,
oranges, of which there aren't many anymore, some kind of roots, the smell of I don't
know what." K.I 654.

43 *** [\What can | do if to you]

First published in Wiadomo!ci 31, 1964.

Leopold #ab$dz: 1920-1993. Editor and writer on Soviet and East European politics and
history, of Polish-Jewish origin; having survived a period of Gulag imprisonment during
the war, fought with the Polish Army in Europe and studying in Italy, he resided in the
United Kingdom from the mid-forties onward. In July 1962 he co-organized (with the
scholar Gleb Struve) the Oxford conference on Literature and Revolution in the Soviet
Union, where AW delivered his "Remarks on the Relation between Soviet Literature and
Reality".
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In his Diary, AW writes about his close friendship with LL in the context of the difficulty
of explaining to others how pain dominated his later life: "And Dostoevsky himself, isn't
he what Russians call a “judaizing” Russian, isn't compassion (not pity!) of Jewish
origin? The Greeks pitied, the Greeks identified with heroes of tragedy, but did they feel
compassion? This is why a man of such rare goodness, delicacy of feeling and vast
understanding, I'm talking about Kot [Jele!ski], when he received my desperate letters
must have nodded his head both in pity and irritation, understanding nothing, or what's
worse, understanding wrongly, while Leopold %ab)dz, whose demands on himself and on
me are so high, who is so far from understanding the complexities involved in nourishing
poetry in our times, only looked on and understood, with his Jewish heart." D 239.

The only surviving letter from LL to AW is a joking note letting AW know that LL had
taken Ola Wat off to dinner in Paris in her husband's absence. K.11 179.

. frifdt der Grimm: "In diesem fril3t der Grimm seine Gestaltungen in sich hinein.” From
a fragment translated as "Fragment on the 'Life-Course’ of God," 259, Miscellaneous
Writings of G.W.F. Hegel, ed J. Stewart (Northwestern 2002):

"God become nature has diffused himself in the splendor and mute orbits of the
configurations, becomes the expansion, is conscious of the lost punctuality and is enraged
by it. The rage is this formation, this gathering together in the empty point. It is found as
such, and its essence pours out in the untranquil and restless infinity where there is no
present but rather a sterile escaping from the limits which is always becoming and
canceled [aufgehoben]. This rage, while it is this mere breaking out, is the destruction of
nature. The transcending of the configurations is as much an absolute going into itself --
an evolution to the focal point. In this focal point the rage consumes its own
configurations. Its whole extended realm must pass through this focal point; its bones are
thus pulverized and its flesh ground to pieces in this fluidity."”

lumen obscurum: L. dark light. "This light, for Wat, is inextricably bound to the chaos of
the unconscious, the self-devouring fury of which is represented in the poem iconically:
the word 'insatiable’ breaks in the middle. 'Dark Light' may be related to the Gnostic
concept of primeval light imprisoned in the material world, as well as to the archetypal
symbol of the black sun manifested in Gerard de Nerval's 'El desdichado’, several of
Mandelstam's poems, and in dozens of other texts, including the Upanishads, the Old
Testament, the Talmud, and in some medieval Christian and alchemical literature.” AWL
299.

to hunt butterflies: "I always carried before me, like a lantern, a cage/made of tender
reeds/and a butterfly whose name I don't know circled in it...it was night, but made
radiant dawn/ by the butterfly... my butterfly broke away from me."

"In vain, at home/my mother waited for me, under her starched sheet; I had to fulfill/ the
ancient duty of a son. So my butterfly, no more butterfly,/--now a bird, gave up on me
with a wave of its broad wing/and seemed to be not angry, not at all, just in despair.
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About me./ And flew off, for ever...what does that dream mean, Doctor?... | really don't
know what to/do with my freedom/when | no longer have my butterfly."”
Dreams from the Shore of the Mediterranean, 1 WTS 62-63.

my Hippolyte: "Legend had it that Virbius was the young Greek hero Hippolytus, chaste
and fair, who learned the art of venery from the centaur Chiron, and spent all his days in
the greenwood chasing wild beasts with the virgin huntress Artemis (the Greek
counterpart of Diana) for his only comrade. Proud of her divine society, he spurned the
love of women, and this proved his bane. For Aphrodite, stung by his scorn, inspired his
stepmother Phaedra with love of him; and when he disdained her wicked advances she
falsely accused him to his father Theseus. The slander was believed, and Theseus prayed
to his sire Poseidon to avenge the imagined wrong. So while Hippolytus drove in a
chariot by the shore of the Saronic Gulf, the sea-god sent a fierce bull forth from the
waves. The terrified horses bolted, threw Hippolytus from the chariot, and dragged him at
their hoofs to death.” J.G. Frazer, The Golden Bough (I.1)

"Hippolytus, you are telling me that | demonize Stalin, and that Russia was never lacking
people who saw the hard bottom of lies and mythology... Do | demonize Stalin? Yes, of
course. The scope of this phenomenon requires an appropriate scope of seeing... It is
indeed hard to believe in the existence of God today, but it is even harder not to believe
in the existence of the devil -- the devil in history.” "The Key and the Hook™ 111.45, ADH
226.

"You claim, Hippolytus, that in order to have an impact on people's actions one needs to
speak simply, accessibly, and methodically. But the thing is, this author does not intend
to have an impact on people's actions. He simply wants to understand this dark universe
as clearly as possible himself, and relative to his own understanding, bring other people
closer to his understanding. He is no politician, or man of action. Certainly he holds
politics to be the most passionately interesting subject for deliberations -- not] the least
because politics contains the heart of our darkness, and that it [subjugated] us -- despite
ourselves -- just as fatally and totally as the fear of God [subjugated] the peoples of
old...[The intellectual] should approach mysterious political matters with dislike, spiritual
nausea, and hatred toward the subject of his deliberations, but also with horror and awe --
feelings that possibly can substitute for philosophical empathy without which it is hard to
understand anything." "The Key and the Hook," I\VV.57, ADH 238.

44 Invocation

First published CS.

Seda: Seweryna Broniszéwna (1891-1982) AW's sister, a celebrated actress whose Polish
stage and film career stretched from 1908 to 1978.
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"I've started writing regular poems, and more comprehensible ones, but it's the hardest
thing to achieve nowadays. I'll send you copies. | sent one to Nowa Kultura - the triptych
"Invocation”- maybe they'll publish it? They should!" AW to Seweryna Broniszowna,
February 17, 1963 K.I 44.

BW 11-360 TS has a second section (or poem) under this one:

Niewiarg&, ca"ym wymiarem niewiary
wierz).

Blu*nierstwem, ca"ym ci)%arem blu*nierstw
modl) si).

Nie namawiajcie mnie, bracia, siostry:
contra spem non spero

By faithlessness, the full dimension of faithlessness
| believe.

By blasphemy, the whole weight of blasphemy

| pray.

Don't exhort me, brothers, sisters:

contra spem non spero

last line: "I don't hope against hope"; from contra spem spero, | hope against hope:
"Therefore it is of faith, that it might be by grace; to the end the promise might be sure to
all the seed; not to that only which is of the law, but to that also which is of the faith of
Abraham; who is the father of us all, (As it is written, | have made thee a father of many
nations,) before him whom he believed, even God, who quickeneth the dead, and calleth
those things which be not as though they were. Who against hope believed in hope, that
he might become the father of many nations, according to that which was spoken, So
shall thy seed be. And being not weak in faith, he considered not his own body now dead,
when he was about an hundred years old, neither yet the deadness of Sarah's womb: He
staggered not at the promise of God through unbelief; but was strong in faith, giving
glory to God..." Romans 4:16-20.

45 *** [Sur les reliefs]

First published Wiadomo!ci 24, 1967, dated "Paris, April 1967".

46 *** [Fire of stars and fire of bone]
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First published in Wiadomo!ci 31, 1964.
Lucan: or Marcus Annaeus Lucanus (39 AD-65 AD)

The line is quoted from the De Bello Civili, the epic poem better known as Pharsalia,
which details the war between Julius Caesar and the Roman Senate under the leadership
of Pompey the Great; however, it is quoted incorrectly: AW omits "astra™ after "ossibus".
Lucan's poem was left unfinished in 65 AD, when the Emperor Nero ordered Lucan, his
uncle Seneca, Petronius, and others including the statesman Piso, to commit suicide after
participation in the conspiracy to replace Nero with Piso. (Plutarch, Annales xv.70)

Sir Thomas Browne in Religio Medici (XLV) quotes the same line with his own
translation:

There yet remaines to th' world one common fire

Wherein our bones with stars shall make one pyre.

"Milosz praises 'Fire of stars..." | have to translate for him the quotation from Hegel with
his dramatic vision of Chaos-God, he thinks about it a long time (powerfully struck). He
praises the poem's brevity, admits: a Japanese drawing. But can it be even shorter? For
example, start with 'Fire' -- and end 'Farewell, wife'. Sure, it can be shorter, but we
unfortunately need both the ‘cloud’, the smoke over our bones, turning into a cloud, and
'bird’, or beauty. . . they are not thought through, therein lies our inferiority to the East, to
Asia. Our relative European commonness.” D 126.

47 Bride

First published in CS.
On our fortieth anniversary: AW and OW were married on January 24, 1927.

"Forty years of faithful tenderness and devotion. Our love was both burning and violent
and retained its purity, inspite of my being broken down. The force of her purity is so
imperturbable that an ephemeral bad thought or feeling, word or act leaves no trace
whatsoever on her. Thoughout all our misfortunes and misery and suffering she kept the
beauty radiating from her beautiful soul...How could one so delicate, so impractical in
life, so subtle and fragile as a butterfly, know how to find the iron strength to endure
throughout long, numerous, onerous travails and to lead her husband and son through
them... | never deserved nor will | ever deserve her." D 336.

Sully Prudhomme (1839-1907)
'L'Epousée’
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Elle est fragile a caresser, !
L'épousée au front diaphane, !
Lis pur qu'un rien ternit et fane,
Lis tendre qu'un rien peut froisser,
Que nul homme ne peut presser,

Sans remords sur son cceur profane. !
|

La main digne de l'approcher !
N'est pas la main rude qui brise !
L'innocence qu'elle a surprise !
Et se fait jeu d'effaroucher, !
Mais la main qui semble toucher
Au blanc voile comme une brise...

Bach: Of the occasion when he heard fragments of Bach from the roof of the Lubianka
prison in Moscow, AW recalled: "Above all, | think that the tension between the sacred
and the secular was revealed to me for a moment on the roof of Lubianka”. MC 342. Cf.
note to Poem 19.

"Under a gauze mosquito net improvised by my wife's discerning love. It may be that |
feel so good and so strange because it's like being under a bride's veil. The bridal veil - a
sacralization of the body, which for so many centuries we have felt to be the seat of sin,
of the sacrilegious breaking of commandments. The trivial seducer Faublas only became
Don Juan when he consciously chose a sacrilegious existence. And the letters of the
Portugese nun, whether they are authentic or not, owe their pathos to the taste of
sacrilege, the sweet luxury of sacrilege.

Saint Paul, that smooth reconciler of contradictions, solved the problem only
superficially by establishing and sanctifying the sacrament of marriage. But the
contradiction remained. The bride's veil is the highest moment of sacralization, before the
fulfillment, before the consummation, merely anticipating the consummation, and there's
no way to prevent the Christian or the anima naturaliter christiana from feeling his
highest exaltation as sacrilege - the more sublime, the more sacrilegious (the Polish word
Iwi)tokradztwo is wrong: it isn't a theft [kradztwo] of the sacred ['wi)to!$], not a
diminishing of its image but a violation of its law - sacrilegium). The troubadours and
Tristan were conscious of this, and it's not strange that poetry, which brought the thought
of sin to the highest point of exaltation, was born at the courts of the Cathars, who
considered any carnal intimacy a mortal sin. And in our century the rabid anti-Semite
Rozanov was an apologist for Moses and a hater of Christ, because according to him the
religion of Moses alone sanctifies marriage without hypocrisy. In one of his articles he
seriously proposes furnishing a room in Orthodox churches where newlyweds would
spend their first night." D 1009.

252



Tabernacle/ of Grace and sweetness: Exodus 25-31 and 35-40 describe the tabernacle
as a sanctuary or dwelling-place of Yahweh on earth, containing the Ark of the Covenant
and featuring among other things an altar of incense on its western side.

48 Last Poem

First published CS (as the final poem of the book).

On an archive recording by AW, this poem is untitled; according to an editorial
commentary, the title was given to it by Ola Wat (PZ 534).

P includes another poem titled "Last Poem" (P 427, Poem 65 in this edition) The last
finished poem as printed in both PZ and P is Poem 68, "I sealed myself in a shell of
thought".

metro Chatelet: "This station, Chatelet, is by far the most complicated, it has the most
connections, branches, passageways. We call it "Jews Over Here", because not long ago a
Jew from Poland got lost in there, and when he tried to get back out, he got tangled up
worse, and it's a labyrinth... in the end he started to panic and shouted

-- Jews over here!

In Polish.

And just imagine, a Jew turned up right away and led him out of there."”

The Polish painter Jozef Czapski, quoted by the poet Miron Biatoszewski in the short

prose piece "+ydzi do mnie!" (Jews Over Here!). M. Bia#oszewski, Utwory zebrane, Vol.
9: Ma"e i wi)ksze prozy. (Collected Works, Little and Larger Prose), Warsaw: PIW, 2017.
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Notes to Uncollected Poems (1962-67)

49 Dream
First published in Kultura 11, 1963, with the following autocommentary:

"Commentary. Early in the morning | dreamt of L. Again the chatter, endless, tediously
drawn out, as it is in a dream, that he hadn't taken into consideration the corrected version
of my Mediterranean Poem[s] in the magazine, that this and that. | free myself from the
nightmare of longwindedness, tediousness, boredom: "In the end, Wladek," I say, "it
won't make a hole in the sky." As if a burden fell from my heart! But overhead | see a
hole in the sky. It spreads like an ink stain. L..., who had vanished and returned in the
meantime, hands me -- not L. now, it's John the Evangelist -- the book of Creation. At the
top a poem by Y. Printed in Columbian font, bold, italics, capitals, a font like Poltawski,
but even more fin-de-siecle, just the first letter of each word printed [by wood block]
(Aida font?), the kind used in the twenties for modern advertisements. | read (rather, |
find myself reading) the whole poem in a flash, with edietic lightning vision. And | was
speechless with admiration (rather, | was enchanted). | am amazed: is that how Y. writes
now? And | break off the dream suddenly, under the compulsion: remember this, write it
down, it will be your best poem. Ah, I stole it from a colleague, in the most underhand
way, in a dream. The tyrant Dionysius killed his favorite when he saw him in a dream
sticking him with a knife. And right he was. Lamia ordered a courtier to be executed
when he confessed to her that he's make love to hear in his dreams. Very good. Dreams,
and especially words in dreams may be wrong, but natura nihil agit frustra. (Nature does
nothing in vain.) And besides, they have no less a degree of rightness since then don't try
on any Communist semantics. We answer, or in any case we should answer for our
dreams.

So, violently awoken (it was dark), I wrote quickly, mainly the nouns, so they
wouldn't slip away from me, still on the edge of sleep, awakening preserved the warm
vision of the rough, thick, grayish cream-colored paper with ragged edges printed in
Poltawski or Aida font, and the radiance of the poem, the rapture of the poem.

Here's the note: Rock. Fire Pasture Girls of cruel pupils of eyes pert nipples Nets
Acervation of Capricorns (NB. | don't think I knew that word, so I thought it was a
neologism, but it turns out it's in the Warsaw Dictionary) Maidens Muslin Bow heavy
Lute Shot They fell Gutter Let them fall Blood in the earth Ultor. Later, slowly paralyzed
by sleep, I tried to recreate the order, rhythms, connections, the Gedankenmelodie, as best
I could, and above all the radiance, the glimmer of that still so memorable beauty. And as
it happens in excursions with sleep's demons, instead of a treasure -- ashes.

My stubborn explications of poems have a basic defect. They are inadequate, they
barely suggest one thing or another, they don't lead to what obtuse critics call the
workshop, or creative psychology. Treating them properly would mean adding a thick
volume of auto- and psychography to every page of poetry. Autovivisection. Monodrama.
That might be a new genre of writing, perhaps more interesting than novels that entertain
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the public but bore their authors? And even than already tedious philosophical-literary
essays? More valuable and sincere than the currently fashionable confessions? Under the
condition that the poet doesn't shy away from any taboo, any embarassment, any offense
to poetics and pieties.

Such a proposition doesn't undermine the axiom that a poem, whether accessible
or hermetic, should explain itself, should act on the reader spontaneously, all at once. Of
course, a reader sympathetic to poetry, there are an astonishing number of such readers in
our country today, after the glacier of Hyperborean socialist realist has melted away. It
goes without saying that the obscure tribe of lovers of verse produced by schools doesn't
count.

To take the matter further in the light of the above proposition, Remembrance of
Time Past can be presented as a long commentary on one poem which Proust didn't write.
The sensitive reader has it at the bottom of his consciousness, and where he loses its
inexpressed threat, there is really only the shallow, barren chatter, as for example
Charlus' part.

To get out of the alternatives of poetry - prose.” PZ 508-5009.

"Czeslaw on my 'Dream’: ‘A clear poem, very good, but there are grammatical errors.™
The errors Milosz remarks on relate to Wat's treatment of capricorns as anthropomorphic
creatures, which means in Polish the word 'capricorns' takes the genitive case, a fact
which is invisible in any English translation. November 9, 1963, Paris. D 125.

Their blood...From it will arise / an avenger: "Exoriare aliquis nostris ex ossibus
ultor”. Aeneid IV.625. In Chapter 2 The Psychopathology of Everyday Life (1901) Freud
made much of a young man who misquoted this phrase to him; it translates as "Let
someone arise as an avenger from my bones," but the man said, "Exoriare ex nostris
ossibus ultor,” or "Let an avenger arise from my bones."

"[T]he voice of thy brother's blood crieth unto me from the ground;" Genesis 4:10; "The
the elders of his city shall send and fetch him thence, and deliver him into the hand of the
avenger of blood, that he may die." Deuteronomy 19:12.

50 In the Bois de Boulogne

First published in Kultura 11, 1963.

From the abovementioned conversation between AW and Czeslaw Milosz: "In the Bois
de Boulogne. I said: "Well, Yahweh created the world in his old age: run-down, childlike,
he wanted to do a good job but it didn't turn out very well, amphibians, snakes, the
disobedient, rebellious Adam. 'They must be punished," yells the worthy old dad. He
prods the poor snake. He's looking for somebody to punish. Young, handsome lovers
embarrass him so much he closes his eyes. But the angels are waiting and their swords
made of stainless steel move automatically. Isn't that a philosophy? Yes, but what kind!
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Blasphemy: | am always oscillating between blasphemer and believer, that's my
predicament.’ '‘But Jeffers, he really blasphemed!" 'He did it from the heights, the
mountains. I do it from below. If your Nietzschean exegesis of Jeffers is right, then God
has died and he is God. | on the other hand am the snake, in my poems | always identify
with a worm, a mouse, that's my fate anyway and it accords with my inner personality."
D 125.

Ruth: The Biblical Ruth, following her mother-in-law into exile, gleans in the fields of
Boaz and becomes his wife.

metics: in ancient Greece, those from another polis; foreigners, without the rights of
citizens. In modern France, méteque became a xenophobic term for any immigrant.

51 From the cycle Notes to Books of the Old Testament [Little Delilah]

First published in Zeszyty Literackie 6, 1984.

The italics were introduced by Jacek Trzadel, who edited the text for publication in 1984
using two drafts, italicizing everything taken from the earlier one. Cf Preface.

Delilah: Of the Biblical Delilah little is said, other than that she was of "the valley of
Sorek' and that the Philistines bribed her to discover the source of the warrior Samson's
strength. Most commentaries assume that she was a prostitute. Judges 16:4-20.

Rue Beausire: named after French architect Jean Beausire, the street lies in the 4th
arrondissement of Paris, in the neighborhood known as the Marais, which since the late
19th century has been predominantly Jewish. Long in a state of shabby disrepair; it was
declared one of the new "safeguarded sectors™ by Culture Minister André Malraux in
1964.

Monophysite: one who believes that Jesus Christ’s nature remains altogether divine and
not human, even though he has taken on an earthly and human body with its cycle of
birth, life, and death. Monophysitism asserts that the person of Jesus Christ has only one,
divine nature rather than the two natures, divine and human, established at the Council of
Chalcedon in 451. Articulated in several forms, the two most prevalent strains are
Apollinarism and Eutychianism. Apollinarism or Apollinarianism holds that Christ had a
human body and human "living principle” but that the Divine Logos had taken the place
of the nous, or "thinking principle”. Apollinarism was condemned as a heresy at the First
Ecumenical Council of Constantinople in 381. Eutychianism claims that the human and
divine sides of Christ were fused into one new single (mono) nature: His human nature
was "dissolved like a drop of honey in the sea.” Eutychianism was condemned at the

256



Ecumenical Council of Chalcedon as well as at the non-chalcedonian Third Council of
Ephesus in 475.

under our yoke: The Muslim (Umayyad) conquest of Spain lasted from 711-788; the
Ummayyad caliphate lasted into the 10th century and was followed by smaller Muslim
prinicpalities in various parts of Spain until 1571.

Our master: probably Archimandrite Eutyches of Constantinople (c.380-c.456); Bishop
Apollinaris of Laodicea is known to have died in 382.

landsknechts: "O to be a Landsknecht! Set conquered cities ablaze!" Poem 27, What am |
doing here in the ghostly city of San Francisco?

And what am | to look back upon...my prophet, Jonah: this section was published in
Csas "Ode II",

Samson: Judges 16.
Heinrich Heine: German-Jewish poet (1797-1856), of particular importance to AW.

necrophilia: Although Heine commented ironically on the Romantic obsession with dead
women in his play Der Doktor Faustus (which has a grotesque scene with dancing female
skeletons), some of the poems in Lyrische Intermezzo (1823) gave rise to such
speculations:

Mein sii3es Lieb, wenn du im Grab,
Im dunkeln Grab wirst liegen,

Dann will ich steigen zur dir hinab,
Und will mich an dich schmiegen...

My own sweet love, when you are dead
And the grave’s dark shadows face you,
I shall go down to your earthy bed
And cherish and embrace you...
(Translation H. Draper, Oxford 1984)

52 To the Psalms
First published Wi)* 4/5, 1982.
This poem’s alternation between first and third person echoes similar shifts of narrative

point of view in the psalms, as in Psalm 63, which begins by addressing God as You and
later refers to God as "he".
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Kharites: the Graces, sometimes identified as daughters of Zeus, usually named as
Aglaea, Euphrosyne and Thalia, a threesome in the retinue of Aphrodite.

King Saul was killed: 1 Samuel and 2 Samuel give contradictory accounts of Saul's
death, but neither involves David, with whom he has previously reconciled.

my Absalom died: 2 Samuel 18.

53 *** Here at the fireplace

First published in PZ 382.

apocalyptic: Milosz's Polish translation of the Book of Revelation [Apokalipsa], as well
as the poem "Song on the End of the World" (Rescue, 1945) make him a good candidate
for this role; Wat's 1953 stroke and its consequences, and his self-image as a disgruntled
exile, make him a plausible "apoplectic". "Oeconomia™ also suggests a connection to
Milosz, a reader of Swedenborg [author of...]. Milosz mentioned the philosopher to Wat
in a letter in 1965. KII 263.

Oeconomia: "with the Oeconomia of woe and squalor.” Poem 3, Lumen Obscurum.

54 From Florentine Memories
First published in PZ 1992, p. 381-382; a note (542) observes that the two poems in MS
are struck out and marked with a question mark.
old sword: possibly an association with King Saul, see note to poem 52.
the lion and the lamb: Isaiah 11:6. "Then the lion shall lie down with the lamb and the
bear shall eat grass like the ox and the child shall play on the hole of the asp and nothing
shall hurt nor destroy in all my Holy Mountain.” In Judaism and Christianity, a reference

to the Messianic era. "He endured death as a lamb; he devoured it as a lion."Augustine,
Sermon 375A.

55 Humiliated

First published PZ 402.
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The Wats' apartment on Benvenue Street in central Berkeley was in easy walking
distance of the UC Berkeley libraries.

every window is an eye with a lid: "But much more than mouths, | was afraid of eyes.
They were something other than everything I already knew and trusted. They were
themselves and always something more than that, that’s what made them challenging.
Something that evaded me and at the same time pulled me somewhere and penetrated
into the flesh of what was my “I”, I felt something in me being disturbed, determined and
established, something remaining in me like a sting (naturally that comparison is one |
make today)... Once | was walking down Danifowiczowska Street with my older brother,
at the time of the 1905 Revolution. My brother pointed out to me a building with barred
windows — a prison. | already knew what that was. Right after we got home 1 started
drawing faces again, with thin bars across the wide open eyes and mouths.” D 229-231
(Berkeley, June 21, 1964, revised diary entry titled "Why | Write Poems").

56 A Report on the Night of October 29 to 30, 1964

First published in PZ 403-405.

Gaurishankar: also Gauri Sankar, mountain in the Himalayas, the second highest peak
of the Rolwaling Himal. The name derives from the Hindu goddess Gauri and her consort
Shankar.

57 Our nanny, Anusia Mikulak

First published in Zeszyty Literackie 4, 1983.

"We had a maid named Anusia, who had raised all of us children. A peasant woman, but
she didn't speak like a peasant though she did know a lot of peasant sayings. In fact, a
little bit of my dadaism was influenced by some of her nonsense rhymes. She didn't have
the peasant way of speaking; she spoke like a member of the intelligentsia, completely
urban, except that she knew all those regional rhymes and sayings. She had sinned when
she was sixteen, or else someone seduced her; anyway, she had to run away from her
village. My parents took her on as a wet nurse, and apparently during her first year with
them she felt such a strong need for repentance that she went outside in her night shirt
one winter night and lay down in the courtyard with her arms outstretched, Maybe those
are fables, myths, stories, but I do know that, sick or not, right up to the end, until 1939,
she never missed the annual pilgrimage to Cz)stochowa. She was in church at least twice
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a day. Not only that, but when | was a child she would take me to church on the sly once
in a while, to vespers, which made a great impression on me.

The liturgy has remained with me my entire life. | did not go to synagogue. My
father was religious, a distinguished Cabalist; rabbis consulted him on various matters.
But my father was not only a man of tolerance; he had a general principle of not
interfering in anyone's life, particularly his children's. And so | really grew up in an
atmosphere of atheism, because my brothers and sisters were older than | and were
socialists, or atheists in any case. | lived near a synagogue but I didn't go to it. | went a
few times on the High Holidays, but it really was something between a synagogue and a
church.

Anusia worked for my sister after my mother died. Then the Germans came and
took her, no one knew where. My parents and my older brothers and sisters had always
promised Anusia that she would have a Catholic funeral with six priests. That was what
she wanted, but that couldn't be done because no one knew where she died. She raised all
of us. My mother talked with her more than anyone else; they reminisced endlessly,
especially about the old days, before | was born.” MC 95.

"Anna Mikulak taught Aleksander Polish, which was not his parents' first language, and
she may well have played a part in Wat's emergence as a Polish poet.” AWL 8.

Prasnysz: a village in the Mazovia region, about a hundred kilometers north of Warsaw.
Skierniewice: a town roughly halfway between Warsaw and %0d8.

Hospitallers: "The very next day [after returning to Warsaw in 1946] | went near the
former Hospitallers' church that had been levelled by bombs. It was an enormous desert
of piled-up rubble. I put my ear to it in the hope of hearing the orant boy's soprano
"Jerusalem, Jerusalem.” There was nothing, just a rustle in the crumbles of what once
was a city of the living, of my relatives."”

58 My Brother's Dream

First published in Zeszyty Literackie 4, 1983.

Dadek: AW's "third brother, Dadek (Dawid), youngest boy in the family, was a talented
painter. Early in the war he managed, like Aleksander, to force his way to Lwow. But the
Soviet occupation frightened him so much that he returned to Warsaw, only to be shot,
along with his wife, by the Nazis in a nearby forest [in 1942]." AWL 6.

all of us, /herded into the square: The Nazis in occupied Poland typically forced Jews
to gather on a town or city square before deportation to ghettos, camps or killing fields;
there are also many documented cases of such herding initiated and/or carried out by
local Poles.
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59 From a Letter to Witkacy

First published PZ 408-4009.

Witkacy: pseudonym of Stanislaw Ignacy Witkiewicz (1885-1939), influential Polish
writer, artist, playwright, critic and theorist of art, active from before World War | until
the German occupation in 1939, when he committed suicide; friend and supporter of
AW's literary career.

simple form: Milosz in The History of Polish Literature, (U of California, 1969, p. 416),
writes that according to Witkacy's writings, in On New Forms in Painting and on the
Resulting Misunderstandings (1919): "modern art tends toward a perversity which feeds
on everything that is strident, ugly, jeering. If it sometimes achieves simplicity, it is but a
perverse simplicity."”

Priapus: minor Greek rustic fertility god, protector of livestock, fruit, gardens, sailors,
fishermen and male genitalia, represented as a man with a giant erect phallus; popular in
Roman erotic art and literature.

Ajuga reptans: bugleweed, carpetweed; herbaceous flowering plant of the mint family,
with stalks in spring carrying many small purple flowers.

Daphne mezereum: variously called mezereum, February daphne, purge laurel or spurge
olive, a deciduous shrub growing to 1.5 meters tall, with pink-purple flowers in spring
and bright red berries (poisonous to humans) later in the year.

Anthericum ramosum: branched St Bernard's-lily, a herbaceous perennial with small
white flowers.

Muscarum racemosum: grape hyacinth, a perennial bulbous plant with small gray-white
(and sometimes blue) flowers with a musky scent.

Centaurea Jacea: knapweed; perennial flowering plant found in meadows and
woodland, carrying pink flowers in mid to late summer.

Gentiana pneumonanthe: the marsh gentian, a purple-blue flowering plant

60 The wise neurologist in San Francisco
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First published Zeszyty Literackie 4, 1983.

Doctor Schiller of San Francisco: Francis Schiller, MD (Prague 1909 - San Francisco
2003), neurologist and medical historian; clinical professor of neurology at University of
California Medical School, San Francisco, 1951-1979, neurologist, Kaiser Permanente
Medical Group, San Francisco, 1953-1978 and author of Paul Broca: Founder of French
Anthropology, Explorer of the Brain (1979).

""Haven't you sought pain out yourself... What was your philosophy?**: "I was always
healthy though I may have had a certain philosophy of pain right from the start. The
philosophy of pain -- that's an old story in literature; beginning with the romantics, if not
Pascal, the greater part of literature is dominated by it, right up to the present day. Pain or

despair, Only the costumes change. MILOSZ: And you had that philosophy of pain as a
young man? WAT: Very much so." MC 12.

61 1905--1920--1965

First published Zeszyty Literackie 4, 1983.
When | was a child: see note to Poem 1, Bookkeeping.
das ganze Universum: The whole universe is also a rose.

Der Raum soll beharren: Space will endure when Time is dead.

62 Nostalgic Kitsch

First published PZ 411-413.

Jerzy Wyszomirski: (1897-1955) pseudonym "Wysz", Polish poet, prose writer, critic,
translator of Russian literature. A staunch opponent of Stalinist order after the war, he
was forced to stop publishing and to make a living as a translator; he fell into alcoholism
and illness and later committed suicide.

63 Sentimental Kitsch

First published PZ 413-414.
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Sanders: Dirk Sanders (1933-2002), Dutch choreographer, filmmaker, dancer and actor.
Working with Marcello Mastroianni, Jean-Paul Belmondo and Brigitte Bardot, he created
ballets that mixed modern and classical techinique with everyday movement.

64 From Whispers on Tape (1)

Parc de Sceaux,/ the gift of dukes long /dead: The suburb of Sceaux, to the south of
Paris and adjacent to Antony, where AW lived with his wife after returning from the
United States in 1965, grew up around a chateau and garden built for Louis XIV's
minister of finance Colbert in the 1670s; by the 18th century it was the property of the
Duc du Maine (Louis' illegitimate son), whose wife held a salon that attracted the young
Voltaire. During the French Revolution the property was confiscated as a bien national
and the chateau purchased by the merchant Lecomte, but it eventually passed to the Duc
de Trévise, son of Napoleon's Maréchal Mortier, who restored the formal gardens laid out
by André le Notre. In 1922 the chateau and park were opened to the public.

What does poetry care for pain?: "After days -- seven by now -- of incessant 'imitation
of the dead', when lying motionless (wrongly of course), speechless, thoughtless, EX tries
to 'fool his pain’ (‘what do you care for me, who am dead anyway'), when EX registers
that as it seems to him (wrongly of course) that there is not one fibre in him that wishes to
live..." [source]

Poetry isn't a sick ward: (PL. Poezja nie lazaret): "All the poets write as if they were ill,
and the whole world were a lazaretto. They all speak of the woe and the misery of this
earth, and of the joys of a hereafter; all are discontented, and one draws the other into a
state of still greater discontent. This is a real abuse of poetry, which was given to us to
hide the little discords of life, and to make man contented with the world and his
condition. But the present generation is afraid of all such strength, and only feels poetical
when it has weakness to deal with.

I have hit on a good word," continued Goethe, "to tease these gentlemen. I will
call their poetry 'Lazaretto-poetry,” and | will give the name of Tyrteean-poetry to that
which not only sings war-songs, but also arms men with courage to undergo the conflicts
of life.” (J.P. Eckermann, Conversations of Goethe, September 24, 1827 (tr. J. Oxenford,
1906)

"Poetry is not supposed to be a hospital.” Kierkegaard, Stages on Life's Way 458.

the national bard/he builds towers...songster of optimism: "This poem is steeped in
parodic allusions to Julian Przybo$'s "Visions of Chartres Cathedral". Its author is present
here as the apologist for a socialist utopia of the modern city and the poet's work as
architext of the word. He is also here as a follower of precise construction of the poem, in
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which each element must be "product of poetic craft,” the effect of work carried out in
language, transforming all living feelings into an aesthetic experience.” El(bieta
Winiecka, "Inno$", ktdr* trzeba chroni®. O empatii zbudowanej na dystansie" (Otherness
That Must Be Preserved. On Empathy Built Upon Distance), Pozna, skie Studia
Polonistyczne. Seria Literacka 17 (37), 211.

archegonium: the female sex organ in mosses, ferns and conifers.

After a nembutal night, a percodan morning: Nembutal is a brand of pentobarbitol, a
short-acting barbiturate prescribed for insomnia whose side effects include confusion,
ataxia, nightmares, hallucinations, irritability and nausea. In the 1960's when available in
pill form it was widely abused and sold on the streets (as "yellow jackets"); it is still used
for lethal injections in some American prisons. The probable suicide of Marilyn Monroe
in 1962 was due to an overdose of Nembutal. Percodan is a combination of oxycodone
and aspirin, an opioid analgesic prescribed for chronic pain; its side effects include
lightheadedness, dizziness, euphoria and nausea.

This non-dream, dreamier than a dream: First published in Zeszyty Literackie 4, 1983.

TS has a crossed-out note by AW: "The distance, which makes a poet despair, from the
thought-word to the word-thought, already "reified,” as they say today, the
hostage/prisoner of the public domain. At the moment you wake, poet, try whispering
into a tape deck what are already words and yet still thought, daydream, incantation,
dream, gobbledy-gook. Given to you alone.”

The poets lie: she was alive: cf. Poem 6, Why do they say she died?
acheronta atropos: cf. Poem 11, After the Battle.

the Writers' Union in Warsaw, / which was the scene of so much monstrousness:
AW is referring to the role played by the Polish Writers Union in enforcing the dictates of
the postwar Stalinist regime. One example was a Writers' Union meeting in 1952 where
the Stalinist writer, editor and politician Jerzy Putrament ("Gamma" in Czeslaw Milosz's
The Captive Mind) cut off AW in the middle of a speech and brutally attacked him as a
renegade. AWL 173; CA 294, 297.

Consolationes: Lucius Annaeus Seneca's three consolatory works, De Consolatione ad
Marciam, De Consolatione ad Polybium, De Consolatione ad Helviam, written around
40-45 AD. AW's 1963 notebook quotes "Cons. a Marcia™: "XXII, 2 Si donc la félicité
supreme est de ne pais naftre, celle qui s'en rapproche le plus est, j'imagine, de dispara[tre
au plus tot et de retourner rapidement au néant originel." N 762.

Nietzsche... his master from Gdansk: Arthur Schopenhauer was born in 1788 in
Danzig/Gda!sk, then part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth).
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having been born, better to die at once: cf note above to "Consolationes™.

"Not to be born is best / when all is reckoned in, but once a man has seen the light / the
next best thing, by far, is to go back / where he came from" (Oedipus at Colonus; tr. F.
Storr, 1.1388-1391).

"The Son of man goeth as it is written of him: but woe unto that man by whom the Son of
man is betrayed! it had been good for that man if he had not been born.” Matthew 26:24.
"Sleep is good, death is better; but of course the best thing would be never to have been
born at all.” Morphine, Heinrich Heine.

"Oh, wretched ephemeral race ... why do you compel me to tell you what it would be
most expedient for you not to hear? What is best of all is utterly beyond your reach: not
to be born, not to be, to be nothing. But the second best for you is—to die soon."” (Silenus
to Midas) The Birth of Tragedy, 3, F. Nietszche.

the slopes of the Citadel: the Warsaw Citadel, a 19th century fortress built after the 1830
uprising against Russian imperial rule. The hillside to the south of the Citadel was the site
of execution for many Polish independence fighters in the 19th century.

the Heavenly Book: a motif in Judaic and early Christian apocalyptic writings; the
Hebrew Bible mentions a book of life and a book of remembrance, and a book or scroll
which the prophet Ezekiel is given to eat: "And when | looked, behold, an hand was sent
unto me; and, lo, a roll of a book was therein; And he spread it before me; and it was
written within and without: and there was written therein lamentations, and mourning,
and woe. Moreover he said unto me, Son of man, eat that thou findest; eat this roll, and
go speak unto the house of Israel. So | opened my mouth, and he caused me to eat that
roll." (Ezekiel 2:9-3:2); "Then those who feared the Lord spoke to one another, and the
Lord gave attention and heard it, and a book of remembrance was written before Him for
those who fear the Lord and who esteem His name" (Malachi 3:16-18).

In Christian scripture, the Book of Life is mentioned in Paul's Epistle to the Philippians
(4:3) and six times in the Book of Revelation: "He that overcometh, the same shall be
clothed in white raiment; and I will not blot out his name out of the book of life, but I will
confess his name before my Father, and before his angels.” (Revelation 3:5); see also Rev
13:8, 17:8, 20:12, 21:27. Another book seen by John of Patmos in a vision is the book of
seven seals, which is to be opened only by Christ at his second coming. "And | saw in the
right hand of him that sat on the throne a book written within and on the backside, sealed
with seven seals.” (Rev 5:5); the apocryphal Book of Jubilees also mentions the Book of
Life, as do the Books of Enoch and Daniel.

hymns to the night: although Henry Wadsworth Longfellow wrote "Hymn to the Night"
(in Voices of the Night 1839) AW is more likely to refer here to Hymns to the Night
(1800) by German Romantic poet Novalis (Georg Philipp Friedrich Freiherr von
Hardenberg 1722-1801).
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pharmakon nepenthes: a magic potion given to Helen by Polydamna, wife of Thon, to
remove sorrow with forgetfulness. Odyssey 1V, 219-221. See also note to Poem 63,
Dedication

65 Last Poem (1)

First published in PZ 423.

beautiful Orpheus: "meanwhile, taking my Eurydice off to Siberia;" Poem 15,
Evocation; "Going down...And where have | wandered to?/ Eurydice? Eurydice!" Poem
48, Last Poem (1).

66 Punctuation Marks

First published Zeszyty Literackie 4, 1983.

Witold Wirpsza: (1918-1985) Polish poet, critic and translator from German, including
Thomas Mann's Dr Faustus and Hermann Broch's Death of Virgil. In emigration in
Germany after 1968. Published the essay Pole wer bist du? (Pole, who are you?) in 1971,
bringing on himself accusations of "anti-Polishness".

67 A Trifle on Poetry. Also on Ethics, Politics and a Few Other Unrelated Things

First published PZ 424-426.

Sacrificium intellectus: the sacrifice of the intellect, or the subordination of reason to
faith, was the third sacrifice demanded of devout Christians by the St Ignatius Loyola,
founder of the Jesuit order; traceable to 2 Corinthians 10:5: "Casting down imaginations,
and every high thing that exalteth itself against the knowledge of God, and bringing into
captivity every thought to the obedience of Christ,"” the concept was adopted in more
individualistic forms by Pascal and Kierkegaard (particularly in Fear and Trembling,
1843).

Docetists...Ebionites: Docetists (from Greek dokein, "seem™) follow the doctrine that
Christ's body was not human but either a phantasm or of real but celestial substance, and
that therefore his sufferings were only apparent. Ebionites (from Hebrew ebyonim, “the
poor"), early Christian Jews, regarded Jesus as the Messiah, while rejecting his divinity
and virgin birth and insisting on following Jewish law and rites.
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Skamander poets...Przybo%Julian Tuwim, Jaroslaw Iwaszkiewicz, Antoni Slonimski,
Jan Lechon, described by Milosz as "a group of young poets who read their poems in a
Warsaw literary cafe called "Under the Picador™" and who..in January 20...issued their
own review, which they called Skamander...they were the first generation of free and
independent Poland but above all they were free from [political] commitment.” Their
manifesto declared: "We know that the greatness of art does not appear in subjects, but in
the forms through which it is expressed, in that most light and elusive game of colors, of
words transforming a rough experience into a work of art." Milosz, History 385-386.

Julian Przybo%{1901-1970) poet and critic based in Krakow, a socialist and proponent
of new architecture and nonfigurative art, after the war he was the first chairman of the
Polish Writers' Union, but he was always opposed to the doctrine of socialist realism. "P's
poetry seems to be built upon two obsessions: the first has to do with concentrated
strength and tension, the titanic effort of tearing words from their trite dependences in
everyday language; the second, with imminent explosion and consuming flames...A
materialistic and rationalistic Weltanschauung directed him toward a peculiar
metaphysics of tangible forms." Milosz, History 403.

Apollyon: "And there came out of the smoke locusts upon the earth: and unto them was
given power, as the scorpions of the earth have power...And they had a king over them,
which is the angel of the bottomless pit, whose name in the Hebrew tongue is Abaddon,
but in the Greek tongue hath his name Apollyon.” Revelation 9:3-11.

Marsyas: legendary figure of Anatolian origin. According to the usual Greek story,
Marsyas found the aulos or pipe the goddess Athena had invented and thrown away and,
after becoming skilled in playing it, challenged Apollo to a contest with his lyre. The
victory was awarded to Apollo, who tied Marsyas to a tree and flayed him. According to
Herodotos and Thucydides, his skin was displayed at Calaenae in southern Phrygia.

Christ's concord with Belial: "What concord hath Christ with Belial?" KJV, 2
Corinthians 6:15.

I don't seek to understand that I may believe, but believe that I might understand:
Neque enim quaero intelligere ut credam, sed credo ut intelligam. (Proslogion, 1), a
saying of Anselm based on Augustine's crede ut intellagas, "believe so that you may
understand” In Evangelium lonnis Tractatus Centum Viginti Quator 29.6, regarding John
7:14-18.

Anselm of Canterbury: Benedictine monk born in Aosta (now Italy) in 1033; abbot,
theologian, from 1093 to his death in 1109, archbishop of Canterbury, canonized as a
saint in 1163.

Amor dei intellectualis...diamond cutter of Amsterdam: Spinoza (1632-1677) was not
a diamond cutter but a lens grinder and designer of telescopic lenses. The notion of the
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"intellectual love of God," developed at the conclusion of his Ethics, flows from the
philosophical conviction that there is no personal God but a sum of natural and physical
laws, an order, which can be embraced by the rational mind.

Amor fati... the deranged visionary of Sils Maria: Nietzsche. "l want to learn more and
more to see as beautiful what is necessary in things; then I shall be one of those who
make things beautiful. Amor fati: let that be my love henceforth!" Section 276, The Gay
Science.

in Kbnigsberg: The starry sky above us...: "Two things fill the mind with ever new and
increasing admiration and awe, the more often and steadily we reflect upon them: the
starry heavens above me and the moral law within me. I do not seek or conjecture either
of them as if they were veiled obscurities or extravagances beyond the horizon of my
vision; | see them before me and connect them immediately with the consciousness of my
existence.” Kant, Critique of Practical Reason.

Zum kategorischen/ Imperativ gehort ein Imperator: Along with the categorical
imperative belongs an emperor.

Der Konig... ist zum indischen Fatum/erhobener Mensch (the poet Novalis of
Gottingen, Antropologische Fragmente): The king is a human being raised to the level
of the Indian fatum.

Flectere si nequeo, Acheronta movebo: "If | can sway/ No heavenly hearts I'll rouse the
world below.” Aeneid VII, 312, tr. R. Fitzgerald.

la lettera di sangre entra: or, "la letra con sangre entra," the letter enters with blood; a
Spanish saying in support of corporal punishment in education and the title of a painting
by Goya, The School Scene.

Donoso Cortes in Madrid, 1848: Juan Donoso Cortes (1809-1853), ultraconservative
Catholic thinker and Spanish diplomat.

Lenin...Let every cook: The idea of a cook governing the state derives from V.I. Lenin's
1917 article "Can the Bolsheviks Retain State Power?" adapted by Vladimir Mayakovsky
in the 1925 poem "Vladimir llyich Lenin: "We’ll train every cook so she might manage
the country to the workers’ gain."”

Bucharin: Nikolai Bukharin (1888-1938), Soviet revolutionary and theorist, first an ally
of Stalin during his rise to leadership, later executed on Stalin's orders.

Mahomet: Le fanatisme, ou Mahomet le Prophete, a five-act drama by Voltaire written in
1736 and first performed in 1741.
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Congress of Erfurt: meeting between Napoleon, and Alexander I, Russian emperor, in
September and October 1808, intended to reaffirm the alliance concluded the previous
year with the Treaties of Tilsit which followed the end of the War of the Fourth
Coalition.

your great grandfather Izrael: cf. Poem 73, An Attempt at Genealogy.

Shehina: Heb. "dwelling" or "settling," word which, though not used in the Bible, in
rabbinical literature denotes the dwelling of the divine presence of God. Sometimes
associated with the concept of ruach ha-kodesh, the Holy Spirit.

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry: Antoine Marie Jean-Baptiste Roger, comte de Saint-
Exupéry, 1900-1944, French writer and pioneering aviator, best known for his

novella The Little Prince (Le Petit Prince, 1943) and for his lyrical aviation writings,
including Night Flight (1931). He joined the Free French Air Force in North Africa -
although he was far past the maximum age for such pilots and in declining health. He
disappeared and is believed to have died while on a reconnaissance mission from Corsica
over the Mediterranean on 31 July, 1944.

Maudlin College. . . gargoyles: In Polish, Modlin, presumably a phonetic spelling
unaware of the meaning of the English word. Cf. Poem 20, An Oxford Turtle.

68 Philosopher

First published in Twérczo!$ 8, 1986.
nausea: Jean-Paul Sartre, La Nausee (1938).

"The riddle of the Communism of Western intellectuals: a fanatical aversion to their own
culture, more, abomination (nausee), the inner certainty that this civilization, that this
society is wrong, delusionary, evil -- and hence the magical imperative to seek purity in
another opposite culture. . .It may appear that what is really distinctive of our times is the
constant process of trivialization... Didn't triviality accede to power when the great
nausea began? When did le moi nauséeux come to replace Pascal's le moi haissable?"
Berkeley, February 19, 1965. D 252.

child prodigy: Jean-Paul Sartre was given early instruction in mathematics and classical
literature by his maternal grandfather, Charles Schweitzer (first cousin of Albert
Schweitzer).

He doesn't want it: Sartre refused both the Légion d'Honneur in 1945 and the Nobel
Prize for Literature in 1964.
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what Baudelaire said about drinkers of milk: in Les Paradis artificiels, ii, Charles
Baudelaire remarks of an unnamed painter of "monstruous” non-art that "he drinks
nothing but milk!"

Mendes France: the politician Pierre Mendés France (1907-1982) as prime minister in
the 1950s decreed that the French state would cease subsidizing wine production, and
schoolchildren, soldiers and laborers would be provided with sugared milk. Mendes
France pushed milk himself by drinking it in public and on camera.

the Thinker: Auguste Rodin's monumental sculpture of a man leaning on his elbow was
first executed as part of the larger work The Gates of Hell; initially named Le Poéte, Le

Penseur acquired its name from foundry workers who thought the figure resembled
Michelangelo’s sculpture of Lorenzo di Medici, called Il Penseroso.

69 *** Even if | lower a heavy lid over an eye, in vain

First published in Zeszyty Literackie 4, 1983.
love/ which is stronger than death: "Set me as a seal upon thine heart, as a seal upon
thine arm: for love is strong as death; jealousy is cruel as the grave: the coals thereof are
coals of fire, which hath a most vehement flame.” Song 8:6.

70 Dream in a Hotel

First published PZ 428-429.

Palma: The Wats stayed in a hotel in Palma de Mallorca during the winter of 1966-1967.

71 Dedication

First published in Wiadomo!ci 14, 1968.

pharmakon nepenthes: cf. Poem 64, From Whispers on Tape (II).

When this poem was published in W issue 14 in 1968, Ola Wat added a note: "The same
of a plant which the ancients used as an analgesic, and also as a magic potion (as Homer
speaks of it) against sorrow and anger."
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arme Menschenkinder: poor human children; in the article "Analysis Terminable and
Interminable,” Freud refers to patients in psychoanalysis as "arme Menschenkinder". Jane
Gallop, Thinking Through the Body 27 (New York 1988).

72 Ode

First published PZ 430-431.

Meniere: Meniére's disease is a disorder of the inner ear characterized by vertigo, tinnitus
and hearing loss, as well as nausea and anxiety; thought to be caused by a combination of
genetic and environmental factors. First identified by Prosper Méniere in the early
nineteenth century; no cure exists but medications to mitigate symptoms are often
prescribed.

tat twam asi: a Sanskrit phrase found in Chandogya Upanishad 6.8.7 as a refrain ina a
dialogue between Uddalaka and his son Svetaketu and regarded as one of the most
important Hindu precepts, one of four Mahavakyas or Great Sayings of the Upanishads.
Although AW in the earlier poem "Japanese Archery" translates the same phrase "l am
Thou", it has been translated by scholars as *Thou art That,” or "In that way are you™ and
interpreted variously by the differing Vedantic schools to mean that the individual self is
part of a whole, an ultimate reality.

DDT: Dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane, a chemical compound first synthesized in 1874
and developed as an insecticide now banned in the United States and many other
countries because of its environmental pollutants; however, DDT was used during World
War 11 to control malaria and typhus among civilians and troops, and for the discovery of
its medical efficacy, Paul H. Muller was awarded the Nobel Prize in Physiology or
Medicine in 1948.

73 An Attempt at Genealogy

First published in Zeszyty Literackie 4, 1983.

My ancestor Rashi: "The older I get, the more deeply | feel my Jewishness, I think about
it much more than with approval! I'm greedy for every scrap of my genealogy: My
father's mother was a Luria, a family who -- as I've checked in all the encyclopedias of
Judaism -- are the descendants of the eleventh-century author of Biblical commentary,
Rashi of Troyes. Godefroy of Bouillon locked himself in with him for the whole night
before setting out for the Holy Land. What did they discuss? Rashi's school in Worms
was burned down by Nazis on Kristallnacht in 1938. Up to the early nineteenth century
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we had many rabbis and tsaddiks in the family. In 1921, spending the vacation in Kutno,
I visited my (maternal) great-great-grandfather's grave: Behind the fence, dozens of
"notes™ with pleas for health, for success in business.” D 260.

Simchat Torah: Simchat Torah or Simhat Torah (Hebrew: \\*_ ~b&€, lit., "Rejoicing
with/of the Torah") is a Jewish holiday that marks the conclusion of the annual cycle of
public Torah readings, and the beginning of a new one. Simchat Torah is part of the
holiday of Shemini Atzeret ("Eighth Day of Assembly"), which follows immediately after
the festival of Sukkot in the month of Tishrei (occurring in mid-September to early
October on the Gregorian calendar).

In Orthodox as well as some Conservative synagogues, this is the only time when

the Torah scrolls are taken out of the ark and read at night, and the worshippers leave
their seats to dance and sing.

Troyes...Mainz...Worms: Troyes, a city in Northern France and Mainz and Worms,
cities near Frankfurt in Germany, were in the Middle Ages centers of Jewish learning.

Philippe I: King of the Franks from 1060 to 1108.

Godfrey of Bouillon: (1060-1100) Duke of lower Lorraine (1089-1100) and leader of the
first Crusade; after Jerusalem was captured in 1099, he became the first Latin ruler in
Palestine, where he died.

a day of alarm, when the paupers set off/ after Godfrey: In 1096, the People's Crusade
swept through the province of Lorraine, which included Worms, murdering twelve
thousand Jews and destroying yeshiva schools. Rashi wrote several Selichot (penitential
poems) mourning the slaughter and the destruction.

My forefather's glosses: Rashi's commentary has been included in every Talmud edition
since the first printing by Daniel Bomberg in the 1520s.

My grandsons: Andrzej Wat's sons Pierre and Francois were both born in Paris.

My greatgrandfather Izrael: "Later, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, my
ancestor was lzrael, "ben™ who I don't know, a miracle worker from Kozienice, whom
Prince [Adam] Czartoryski visited for advice, because he was a clairvoyant. Kozienice is
in the Radom area. My grandfather had property there, that is, some kind of estate and a
foundry."

a maggid: itinerant Jewish preacher who recounted Torah narratives embellished with
stories from rabbinical commentaries.

Prince Adam: Prince Adam Jerzy Czartoryski (1770-1861) was was first Foreign
Minister to Tsar Alexander | and built a coalition against Napoleon, but he developed
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into a fervent agitator on behalf of Poland, became President of the National Government
in the era of Congress Poland (1830-31), and finally settled in Paris as an emigré, where
he founded the Polish Library and worked on behalf of the cause of Polish independence
and cultural survival until his death.

robust...Chwatt: Russian khvat: a swaggering, jaunty young man; in Polish, a daredevil.

Truskolaskie... weapons for the Uprising: Silesian village near Cz)stochowa with a
long tradition of metal mining. In the January Uprising of 1863, the forces of colonel
Teodor Cieszkowski found safe harbor, and also recruited some men, in the area before
the Battle of Panki on February 26, where they fought against a contingent of the Russian
border forces.

his rebellious brother Berek: "The valiant Berek Chwatt perished in battle” (N 827)
"Wat's grandfather...manufactured weapons for the uprising of 1863, in which his
brother, Berek Chwat, was killed.” MC, Foreword (Czeslaw Milosz), xvi

(Korzon writes...): Tadeusz Korzon (1839-1918) was a historian and participant in the
1863 January Uprising, when he was captured and sentenced to forced settlement in
Russia from 1863 to 1867, where he wrote a history of the Middle Ages. The author of
numerous books on Polish and ancient Greek history.

Loria...Stephanskirche: "My grandmother had an uncle, or a cousin, who was a canon
in Vienna." MC 293 "My father's mother, born a Loria, (her uncle was that righteous or
legendary Viennese canon) descended from Rashi..." MW 11 347.

that gorgeous old lady: "I still knew my grandmother, | was her favorite. A lovely gentle
old lady in a velvet cap adorned with pearls. She would come all the way from Zlota
Street, she lived with her son-in-law Fels. [...] She would take oranges for me out of her
red silk checquered shawl, and those two reds didn't clash with each other, on the
contrary, to this day | remember how they harmonized.” D 287.

74 In the Mountains
First published in Wiadomo!ci 14, 1968.
Polyphemus: In Book Nine of the Odyssey, Odysseus escapes from the giant, described

as a monster "like a wooded peak of lofty mountains,” by gouging his one eye and tying
himself to the belly of a ram.
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Haldane Macfall: 1860-1928, British military officer, and art historian, author of A
History of Painting in Eight Volumes, Illustrated with Two Hundred Plates in Color
(1910), one of which was of Botticelli's Birth of Venus.

75 In May

First published in Wiadomo!ci 14, 1968.

napalm: Running from May 11 to 1 July 1967, Operation Malheur | and Operation
Malheur Il were conducted by the United States Army to subdue increased activity by
Vietcong forces in the northern part of South Vietnam. Operation Union Il was a search
and destroy mission in the Que Son Valley carried out by the 5th Marine Regiment.
Launched on May 25, 1967, the operation ended June 5, 1967. Napalm was first used in
Vietnam in flamethrowers carried by ground forces of the US Army and ARVN (The
army of the Republic of Vietnam), and later used in bombings.

vera in cessu patuit dea: Aeneid I, 405. "Her step itself revealed that this was truly the
goddess.” Aeneid 1.547, tr. D. Ferry.

in diesem wunderschonem Monat Mai: "in this marvelous month of May,"” Heinrich
Heine, Lyrical Intermezzo, I.

76 *** Two o'clock

First published in Wiadomo!ci 14, 1968.

"From as far back as | can remember: in a corner across from my bed stood a grandfather
clock. The clockface with its mysterious signs and the movement of its two hands were
the first manifestation of immobility and the riddles of motion. The difference in the
speed of the two hands - the first intuition of relativism; their sudden movement was a
demonstration of the play of continuity and mutability. More important was the
pendulum: a disc of copper tapering off in a sharp tail and sharp along the edges. There
was a menace in the very regularity of its motion. I don't know now by what work of the
infant mind, but in the very unchanging regularity of the motion of the pendulum to and
fro there was a promise of a necessary transgression. I'm sure I didn't think in what way,
but I knew it with certainty, and | waited for the moment with dread (of a force and
concentration and also antinomy that I'll never be able to recreate) that the pendulum
would reach out for me, like the arm of my elder brother, across that silly distance of a
few meters and its sharp disc would cut my throat, whose weakness, softness,
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vulnerabilite, frailty, | knew from inside better than anything else - and from then on
throats fascinated me.

I won't speak of the acoustic implications. The continuity and sameness of the
tick-ticking and the rareness (awaited with a thumping little heart) and the non-sameness
of the sounding of the hours gave me a sense of two dimensions of time: one determined
and determining and the other casual, unforeseeable, entering life like a miracle, like a
rupture - the everyday and the holiday, the backdrop of the crowd and the singular act,
and the fact that that alternative was repeated day after day convinced me that sungular
acts fit into a system of a larger and higher order, that they like and wish to be repeated,
that they impose their return on the nature of things. Naturally, these are reflections on
the subject of my first experience of the Quantum of the world, but I'm not entirely sure,
in my sixty-seventh year, that | did not possess an ability for meditation then that I lost
quickly in the years of forgetting, censorship, or quarantine of which Freud speaks."”

PZ 551n.

a marble statue will enter: in Mozart's Don Giovanni, the Commendatore famously
enters as a marble statue in the last act to drag the hero down to hell.

77 On Good Friday

First published in Wiadomo!ci 14, 1968.
In D 334-335 this poem is prefaced by the following text:

One believed (perfectum) in what one once had recognized (plusquamperfectum) as true.
then:
One recognizes (praesens) as true what one believed (perfectum) -- one believes
(imperfect).
and then:
Since one believed that something is true, faith completely replaces truth, that is, there
is no further need for truth, the need for truth has died out.

The search for truth leads to the belief that one has found the truth.
Faith becomes a measure of the search for truth -- one doesn't exceed the measure.

Revolutionists reject the found truth in the name of the search for truth in the found
world.

Searching for truth, they are led to the knowledge that they have found that truth.
Since they have found that knowledge, the need to search for truth has vanished.

Hus's pyre: the Czech philosopher and church reformer Jan Hus (c.1372-July 6, 1415)
was burnt at the stake for heresy against the doctrines of the Catholic Church.
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sticking needles in the Holy Host: a common motif in anti-Semitic myth.

Wailing Wall: Although the Western Wall in Jerusalem was not accessible to Jews as a
place of prayer after the 1948 war, it became so again after the Six-Day War of 1967.

Emmaus: cf. note to Poem 15, Evocation.

If I could have laid my stiff fingers /in the wounds of Man: John 20:24-29. The
apostle Thomas doubted the report that Jesus had risen from the dead and said to the
others: "Except I shall see on his hands the print of the nails, and put my finger into the
print of the nails, and thrust my hand into his side, I will not believe."”

78 | sealed myself in a shell of thought

First published in Wiadomo!ci 14, 1968.

Venclova translates the first line as "I clad myself in the armor of silence™ (AWL 253).
There is no MS variant in the Wat archive that gives the Polish word "milczenie™
(silence) at the end of the line, instead of "my$lenia” (thought).

"And that evening, the last evening, | talked to somebody on the phone about such empty,
unimportant, commonplace things. And when | hung up, | realized that it was getting late,
that he was there alone in his room, maybe already quite tired, sleepy. | went in to him.
He looked at me with such a fixed, absorbed, motionless gaze and said nothing. But it
was not the kind of silence behind which you feel the movement of thoughts, words
which you'll hear in another moment, it was a heavy silence, a kind of strange check put
on thought, and words, a final silence. | felt it in myself, in my throat, as if there was also
a check in my throat, as if | had been commanded, told, that it was a sacred silence. But
even so | said: 'Ol, my darling, you must be very tired, you want to sleep, I'm bothering
you, I'm sorry." And I kissed him. But he didn't open his lips, he just had those eyes,
expressive, final, fixed on my face, still registering each feature. Later | knew, knew with
certainty, that if he had managed to break that silence, he would have cried out and forced
me with that cry to accept what he meant to do. 'Do you want me to turn off the light?' He
nodded yes. And | went out.” WCN 278-279.
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