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I


 


It’s morning… An unsteady man


plods down the lane to feed the sparrows…


He is woebegone and quite plain


yet looks so fine, so grey, so narrow,


as one whose nights he surely spends


within a hair’s breadth of death and sadness…


His throat, wrapped up as if for illness,


cannot stifle the gutturalness


of sobs his shame no longer mends,


the shame that kept his brows well rendered…


A ray of sun, the first, unhindered,


fills cavities of monuments


and claims no other ties of kindred.


 


It’s morning… The full moon is gone, 


teasing the night: “Bite off a little!”


Roofs are slit open by an alarm horn


and boiling pots sound asthmatical


when splitting the will with a slap


of a few small words, lisping lightly…


The apparent dead have moved slightly


and fatigued beauties pull more tightly,


loosened folds of a night gown wrap


to feel their bodies with real fusing


while a loose breast, its tension losing,


whispers: I’d love to take a nap,


a lazy palm for its cradle using.


 


Then vitamins let out a yell… 


The toasts of streets, besmeared with garlic


of crowds, give out an acrid smell.


Skimmed milk of hours appears frantic


and things – which always used to taste


of human rites, those self-evident, 


facts and deeds as the most apparent –


have changed into a phantom-legend,


kneading life in a useless paste


of a monstrous dream with no arousing.


Baskets feel homesick, dramatising,


when banging into lifeless plates


with spoons of ante-mortem sizing.


 


One hears voices from diverse zones:


“That’s gibberish! Look at the other –”


“Sure, you must come, so make no bones…”


“Interest? How much? Then I’d rather…”


“… should fix him with the evil eye.”


“Velvet? No, no! You iron only


on the back!” – “… such a lot of dowry


and nothing left!” “Bye now, and slowly,


no need to dash.” “… you may then kiss my ---,


you know what.”– “It suits my complexion,


and that spot? Must be some infection.”


“… and now, children, we say good-bye.”


“Paper! Extra ---” “Rubbish collection 


 


is next week!” “… from the Promised Land?”


“One pound only, or twenty shillings!


For love revival, that’s well spent!”


“… cheap lemons!” – “With him? Have no dealings!…”


“You’ll get fever and then, at best…”


“No, not this year! Maybe next summer.”


“Hold your horses! That’s a wonder!”


“Good day!–” “Stop that! Not the whole bundle!”


“And your tailor? Same as Mae West’s?”


“I shop only at Shipparelli’s…”


“What about slapping your ----?” – “That’s Nellie’s.”


“ You should be…” “Hi, back for the rest…?”


“And, Mummy, why…?” “For our Alice?…”


 


“Evening Prague! Murder…”– “Don’t be cross!” 


“Where is that barrel?” “Look, it’s rolling!”–


– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – 


And so, around and around it goes – 


from big things to tiny, the whole morning – 


disturbed sometimes by bus or tram,


which relishes its muddy outside,


having been licked from right to left side


by the voluptuous tongue of asphalt,


knowing full well the taste of sham.


Three houses gulped, it’s now permitted


to say loudly: “Sure, I regret it!”


“We’ve been conned! Gosh! What a shame!”


“What? Bone?” “Look, you old guzzler, leave it!” 


 


And meanwhile, that unsteady man, 


who showered the birds with sweet nibbles,


is returning to his dark den 


to fill with tears his red-eyed cinders,


so lean he is, he surely spends


his nights within a hair’s breadth of sadness…


His throat still wrapped, as if for illness,


he cannot quench the gutturalness 


of sobs, his shame no longer mends;


the shame that left his brows unrendered…


A ray of sun, not first, but hindered,


fills cavities of monuments


and claims no other ties of kindred.


 


Golden roofs with abundant trees


(like tasteless spinach with a schnitzel)


show through the foggy atmosphere,


while traffic lights and gummy spittle


echo phonetic duplicates…


And somewhere else, though invisible,


diviners waddle, and their vigil


– valued a lot, or contemptible –


may be, perhaps, may be, perhaps


what drives the word that hell is wringing


to surge to holy heights and pleading


for giving back our truest breath…


– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – 


Yet someone’s climing up the stairs


and there, three times already, ringing.


 


II


 


Like this dawn here, there’ve been so many


that all is perhaps the same chore…


I chose the one, not voluntarily,


which, out of the blue, came to my door,


three times allured by pleasing chimes


and, through frail rays, slightly diffracted,


gave me a letter… To me directed! 


And from her! Ah, so long neglected,


whom I was fond of in bygone times


but let fade away all her features!…


Where are they now, those doe-like gestures,


and where those telephonic lines


I stretched to her through hilly pastures


 


making headphones of cockleshells


(two curlicues with garish striping)?


Where are those dreams in which I dwelled


as someone who’s struck down by lightning


and manufactures demonite? 


Where are the words, those new, those senseless,


those other words, meaningless, weightless,


and those that sometimes require less,


than to slow down in their mad flight


and diverge from what seems unreal


to make a sentence their ideal –


and other words that are as right


as burning up some aircraft fuel? 


 


At the time, the mosquitoes could


transmit a plague called alluria. 


All was for me as black as soot,


while Mary could exude bright aura,


and we told each other: let’s probe!


Then, after we halved an apple, green


as the most precious emeraldine,


we often shared the following dream:


“When God took knife and sliced our globe, 


the equator formed… Now we’ll be able


to sail there: you, as poet-fable,


and I – my pen case, with rouge and comb –


will make our laughter navigable.”


 


What is the future? Truly – what?


Past any measure, it already


passed, so your time became
unthought.


With wireless of senses ready,


we drank arrangements of blissful words,


quite unaware of angels prancing


with most thundering news, announcing


that God had spat out their uprising


as a stone, which fell on our world,


and it’s doing well, doing better…


Beatific words, in such clatter,


cannot be heard, cannot be heard…


They are gone!… Gone!… Yet, here’s a letter:


 


III


 


“I’m so drenched!… Now an ague-imp


shakes my insides with a sweet fever


of phrases, worded by a quip,


and words, which only grief can lever,


if enough full-stops could be found.


Ah, it seeks you… Do you remember


walking through the woods in November,


you, still a boy, I, a young girl?


A train arrived with smoke and ember


from its ‘collection of devil’s butts’.


A station… A ticket… For you only –


then smoke again, in stripes, hence lonely.


I asked what habits meant to us,


and the Now, when living for longing. 


 


Then low clouds, the hail-makers, crushed


the very things we loved so dearly…


Is it grief, shedding pollen dust


and, at the same time, saying clearly


that tears are a good fixative?…


Yet, enough of that!… Why this letter?


A more cruel cloud let out its spatter,


and my solitude intercepts better


all that swaying and all that flick, 


when someone’s verse comes incognito


as your Dream, and pulls off a little


its mask to show yawning fatigue,


full of infernal bones and spittle.


 


Who sends down those luminous beams, 


though ardent stars have lost their brightness?


A chance? I don’t believe in such schemes.


There is no chance for any chances


that joy or woe could recognize…


Last night I read in subdued lighting,


now I write, with no pen for writing,


while thousands of words of my reciting


are to be snuffed by trembling lights:


earmark your book and hear the reason


why our youth should fill up your vision


of an old orchard and my house,


with colours in their magic prism!


 


It soon starts snowing all the way… 


Three chambers are there, in the steeple…


Then we pull out an ancient sleigh…


Ah sleigh, ah sleigh, you loosened slipper!


I wonder if you recall those days:


I, wrapped in a cobweb of paisley,


you, as usual, in wolf’s peltry,


and jet and kumiss of white frenzy,


and a horse that jerked and then grazed


jingled bells with oxalic timber…


Is childhood gone and returns never?…


Please, come, my dear. We’ll go unfazed


from poetry to knowledge, ever!” 


 


IV


 


And so you’re leaving your warm perch


by displeased poltergeist evicted…


You walk the street where crowds, encaged,


are shaking bars with cries, emitted


by lustful passions, deaf and blind,


and where a half-cloud of black vultures


pecks at eyes, at poppy-seed cultures…


Yet enough!… Only fast departure


brings you where arched girders unite.


A station… A ticket… Then some reading…


Ah, let’s forget that ingrained feeling,


as long as it stays from one‘s mind!


Goodbye, you young, you beardless being,


 


you fizz of laughs, goodbye, I go! 


Goodbye, all you, sat round the table


while others are seated below,


at the packed floor of a bleek stable


with ruins of internal gears!


Goodbye, my town, my inspiration!


Let be shone through with radiation 


of words, full of imagination


that carries life through gloomy years?


The time may soon gulp enough feeling…


For me, though, pulse shuttles are weaving


a coat of silence, steam and leaves,


and force me into some crooked dreaming


 


of going on and speculate


(notwithstanding my deep grievance)


what meaning can be in “laying waste”:


that this is man’s absolute pittance


when he recalls that God of dreams


had once created him from nothing…


As he revolts, through ruins shuffling,


a loner, his brows firmly clasping,


he’s himself, most modestly, asking:


Am I the future that in me screens


the widely unknown panorama


of us as grief and fear and drama,


and penal labour in mines of years,


where crust of death is our manna?


– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –


 


Yet, hear! The bell already rings…


A lamb?… No way!… A bearded monster


is rolling in with roaring screams,


shaking its mechanical structure


like an altar boy from liturgies.


Seeing that chest, with braces fitted,


from a myth here it must have drifted:


three full nights had Zeus needed


to beget such a Heracles – – –


Then in the hall, despite in tatters,


you read: ‘Lost and Found’, in golden letters.


Yet rust had bitten out the first,


and only a saint would grasp the second.


 


V


 


The train splashed paint of cows and birds, 


like in a make-believe reprisal


for stamping cutlets and not words… 


A poppy field lowered its visor,


and lids, like photographic plates


of dreams, through slits of eyes, quite narrow,


exposed us to noumenal terror


and, in the darkness of our marrow,


doped us with tears and bone dry scales


and with fate’s poison, while perceiving


how our heart, through some muted dealing,


was reaching inside those fate’s cells,


its hands with filthy gloves conceiling,


 


the cells that can be compared well


to the wagons here: each encloses


loads of an infatuated swell


of frauds, tears, amorous narcoses,


crimes, concealed behind  next year lock,


and poverty, pride, etcetera… 


Walk those compartments… It is ever


the same; mature will they be never


under the sun of nerves called shock.


Free trips to Death are for us arranged,


lied up around, through middle deranged,


confronted by Her round the clock – 


and we can’t manage, we can’t manage…


 


Ah, we can’t manage! No, my God! 


We are only what Hell relishes,


whilst you – with both hands firmly crossed


at awesome chest of Absoluteness – 


are waiting, waiting, motionless,


you – once the windstorm of uchronia,


you wait for what? What’s your dilemma?


A hapless poet, whose euphoria


drinks roars of self-forgetfulness 


in the tragic realm of seclusion,


hearing strange voices of illusion? –


But, to you, he too makes no sense!


His want to laud is but confusion.


 


He – close to you when he is mute, 


in gondolas of sorrow shaken


by spindrift of his disrepute,


lamenting when by all forsaken.


He – a guest, who is and who’s not;


the world has made him Your cry-debtor,


yet he‘s again world’s stalwart begger


when melancholy knows no better


than to yield to his soul’s blind spot,


so it can touch his ossuary…


His hierarchy is transitory,


his despair is his tragic lot,


and that’s a never ending story…


 


VI


 


The stations: Gladville, Emptytown, 


Windcastle and Solaceminster,


we have just run through Patchington,


the train is sick of kilometres 


and pukes its gastric nemesis


of smoke, pilgrims and dressed-up skiers,


whose skis are licking walls and pillars…


while you are drawn to heavy thrillers


and tempted inwards for a tryst


with phantom’s slang, arcane and dire,


with contrasts, cross-bred to a pyre


of some sort of strange catharsis,


now waiting to be set on fire.


 


They wait in vain… The train resumed


head on through lights into a tunnel


(like threading a needle, you watch bemused), 


and, in your thoughts – as through a funnel –


there drifts to you, from roadside moats:


darnel, dog fennel in weedy grimness,


potted clouds, some headland in dimness,


a factory with rows of chimneys,


which stick up from thick overgrowth


like organ pipes with bronchitic throbbing…


A piece of lining from a quarry


hides naked scenes in feltless coats,


buttoned by birds, those migratory.


 


But inside, in a yellow dullness, 


some heroine of opiates, 


in a compartment of jam-like lushness,


was sweetening her stunning shapes


so much that, under one’s own shade,


one hid one’s lust, with hope to render


the merciless sun of her splendour,


which glowed the most, though quite tender,


where her dense crotch hair could be traced…


Across from her, two undercover


old men sat, shortly to discover,


their ears as to a chimney pressed,


that their passion was soot on fire.


 


Then there is a boy who became used


to sucking his upkeep like a lolly…


Not a neglected nincompoop!


No – begot in a pre-planned folly,


uniquely matching father’s genes!


He squats, between his teeth a finger,


the one, his mum calls lick-and-linger,


yet when we slide in the tunnel deeper,


he stands up in the dark and screams:


“It seems like some magic or other!”


With eyes popped out, he asks his mother:


“When are pictures going to screen?”


(So angels want a hand-torch, brother!) – –


 


And you? You are diving again


into your mind. Therein all differs


from the grim world you know, yet then,


forthwith, you reactivate all levers


and, centripetally, revive


motors of dreams, dynamos of action,


never forgetting to position


a periscope of inspiration


above the surface of daily life;


prepared to torpedo deceptive labour,


which, in laymanship, finds its favour


and, as ever, with all its might,


rejects all spiritual flavour.


– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – 


 


VII


 


The train stopped chewing its pemmican… 


Look, the known church in graveyard dimness…


Co-eternally sorrow ran


into me from anonymousness


of names, and it felt, sorry to say, well!


Sorry? No! Let them go on living,


those dead, who our veins are drilling,


yet, never, never overspilling,


when filling with blood an asphodel,


for they want to spare us from stalling.


They’d love to come, when storms are boiling,


to show how white they are, how pale.


But dogs are here, and they are howling…


 


The graveyard draws the frontispiece


of what it was when life was simple.


It was a pawnshop, so, with ease,


one used to wait, without a whimper,


for God to come and redeem all…


Today we notice but frustration,


each grave a trap-door to extinction,


and a puff of paganization


blows through us, full of fatal holes…


How useless is our endless groaning


for life, our ceaseless lust’s brass honing,


while having no backbone at all…


Dogs keep on boding, nosing, howling.


 


They were nosing, howling at the souls, 


those distressed ones in purgatory,


while rhythmic, speculative moulds


shook up the moon, their luminary,


by little steps and at fast rate… 


Sweet smelled all stones… Sweet smelled the heather…


Ah, where are we when, close together,


we say, astonished: hither, hither!


How does a tree feel, when woods feel great?…


Her house!… Curtains – wings of a flier…


To ring?… To wait?… Or, in that quagmire,


to kick down and accelerate


the pulse, which refuses to beat higher?


 


One brief moment more!… Let’s extend


that pleasant lure!… Let’s guard its fading


just as a trembling sentiment


and as far as my will be swaying


in ecstasy, which never dies…


Is she asleep at this late hour?


A lamp pours gold on a rose-climber


while some poetess – new Tsvietayeva – 


captivates her with charming lines,


and the soul scrawls over her body 


it understood, understood fully,


but not those telegraphic signs,


dotted from outside by somebody.


 


I almost did… No, not yet, nay! 


A poplar, through its branchy thicket,


dropped to me, for some crack-brained play,


a rusty leaf, a stand room ticket,


and the fence asked: Is it valid, sir?


A bright flash of enthusiasm


for words from angelic horizon


wanted be more than a mere spasm


of time – more than a simple air –


so it sought, with sculptor’s endeavour,


some tangible tongue, which would ever


call out: Oh, Mary! with some flair


yet still remained silent. However –  –  – 


 


VIII


 


Then, quite untainted was my dream. 


Let wants of others boil the varnish.


No pebbles tapped the window screen,


the calendry stairs stayed untarnished…


Fog dragged on as a light raunch,


as if the bear from a famed mountain


took off his shoes, those wander-stricken,


to urinate in a cool fountain,


with dawn’s guts rumbling in his paunch…


Then metaphors of endless roaming


and, like poems, of futile foaming,


lured me to the land that would launch


a welcome to my fresh dishoming.


 


One, two months later, I believe, 


after I’ve roamed what could be roamed,


and sensed that losses, in my grief,


gathered sufficient antidote –


I entered her welcoming house.


The corridor reverberated


in ears of nooks, with lilac scented,


and my heart felt so much elated,


as known so well to exiled souls.


That’s the force of what’s never changing,


a tender roll that‘s always urging


the hum of a reminiscent pulse


to turn inside out in its surging.


 


Yet now, that hum pervades no more


without sour waves, which cut a caper


by quoting what has no encore,


that never-more with no da-capo,


which, as a child, you were allowed…


Help can’t be found in any pleasure


in women, self, or some fate-catcher,


to live somehow at one’s own leisure…


No! Who said: consciousness, said: woe!


With no pristine play, there’s no meaning,


and oxygen starts disappearing


from magic flames and, in its last blow,


it dies away as some strange dreaming.


 


Time was no time for such young age, 


when daybreak dropped its potent spirit


and, inside us, a demiurge


was photographed as a clear image


of our pristine ignorance…


To new fashion still unaccustomed,


ready to probe the depth it fathomed,


if adders’ teeth have been unfastened,


or, in tiddlers’ brains, the sea resounds…


In our youth, time didn’t aspire


to measure death, with it to conspire…


And, because of that, you took the stance


of never wanting new attire.


 


You and your soul, in changing modes, 


were verbally intoxicated,


when, from the August electrodes,


the fall of Perseids scintillated 


to solve the problem of nothingness!


Jasmine smelled strongly, as if coated


with sperms on walls… The Reaper wanted


to learn how well he had been noted


in bodies, full of murkiness…


But you, who dreams even when walking,


you pondered about who next morning,


with a good feel for rounded things,


the winning pebble would be throwing


 


and, as the fastest, wins his rounds… 


There, on the walls, so full of magic,


glowed chalked outlines of Venus mounds,


mysterious and enigmatic,


which spread out like a lady’s fan,


abasing yet still pleasurable


to our reptile sentiments… However,


in birdsong range, at higher measure,


there swayed a Farman‘s monoplane 


and “stayed there for more than an hour”…


We, mostly shadows in a tower,


are amazed that helium can


give to someone’s zeal so much power.


 


Then, as someone who yearns to know, 


you started grasping (more than needed)


that those who through life smoothly flow


will never reach the deepest limit,


never, oh, never, find that end 


where God tells us, in a magic moment:


“Guess in which hand I hold the poem


that won’t clear up its cloudy content


until, as a picture, is framed?”– – –


No! Emotion’s fall is their nature,


and, from the depths, cold as a glacier,


the heart, as hungry stone ordained,


slowly rises to seek its nurture…


 


So, that was my very first date


with the world of grown-up people.


As if armed to their teeth they stayed,


with prejudice, which could be lethal,


though ownership merged with them well


so they were seldom scared by murder,


and, even if they ate an angel,


they’d sell their faeces to a pedlar


to make charms with a magic spell.


Are you stunned by Heracles’ vision


that in the Underworld’s first lesion,


man keeps only the sense of smell? – – –


– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –


Yet enough now, my hidden region,


 


enough, enough of memories! 


Why should I care what’s on their spindles?


I hid poorly their preciousness


so that tears tarnished them to symbols –


my childhood, I don’t wish to praise


like some escape from times‘ wearing,


Not like the one the life is staring


down, who, fully locked in his erring


Asks for a brief magical craze –:


I’m shaping up a girl’s spectre…


So then, I’m here, but how to enter?


I have to give a cough, perhaps.


A night guest ruling his heart well,


yet, during daylight, with no sceptre.


 


IX


 


What?! A woman has captured me! 


And how sweetly she mocks my ardour


when I make her fine hair free


from the pest of a croaking wild burr –


stubborn, as always, changed, the same!


In the library, the wind is wailing 


to our toast – on grate bars playing –


while my stunned look, her look evading,


says: “Do you recall how I was then?… 


… Still oozing the black daze of darkness,


whereas you – you, a rara avis –


had stockings, with a bit of stain


from polish, on both ankles tarnished!


 


I am and I am not… But you –


you are! Say, when setting the table


or no matter what else you do.


You are the presence, simple, stable,


and living now, when still alive!“


You whisper: “Look here, at this water – 


maybe less real than the author


of odes, yet, in it, all forms falter –


and here, some fruit, heavy or light


on the scales – and here, for your pleasure, 


my hair – and here, my breast you treasure


so much for bringing you delight,


when intuition lost its measure!”


 


You, who can bring with a light hand


old patterns easily into living,


or scrub the dishes with a horsetail stem


and sway down from the shores of caffeine


a shimmy of sugar just in time;


you, alone, for almost everything,


yet a friend of so many things


that drama with a rose begins,


feeling you as a vase’s thigh!


And verse! How gladly it takes rest


in the arch of your neck! How modest


you are and growing full of pride


as a Sister Minor of poets!


– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –


 


We walk through a grove… A light haze


tries to soothe the sap in its lisping,


and, somewhere deep, it calcinates


the insects’ phonetical minting


into a calm, where a fuse breaks


at the funny bone’s black-spot gasping…


Frost mixes plaster for a casting,  


while blooming ink-pens can’t stop asking


about some cool and moistened shades.


World‘s thunder, which seems to be easing, 


thumps the hag’s ear as some flea wizzing,


and days, like stations with acrid trace,


reek of hornbeams in nostrils’ creasing. 


 


Gone is the town with all its plight, 


whose folks pull chips from hats of chances


and everyone wants to draw right…


Right! How swollen are loving
glances,


not knowing that all myths are bent!


When later pierced with homesick needle,


they slip under, in a false glimmer,


the flat disk of a record player


and play any lie one can invent.


And no one asks: what brings the future,


or how empty lodes can be nurtured,


when he refuses all, except


tears of passion, devoid of pleasure.


 


All that they neither see nor grasp


they hate (because they are too timid).


It is strange that the blind don’t clasp


a knife in the dark, while no limit


is set to killers on their prey!


In revolts, revolts can’t be hidden,


nor by promises horses ridden


where God is exiled from His Eden!


As long as this world turns away


from the world beyond, it stays hollow


and any peace here cannot follow


to nurture itself on its way


to peace with death which remains fallow.


– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –


 


Come, my dear, come!… Look at your cheek, 


how fog is soothing all its rapture.


Your nonpareil heels are so chic,


at most an oriole makes them fluster,


a snowflake that in a void resigns…


Lead me awhile, young apparition,


far away from my tragic mission


to feel your caress and the virtue


of the truest of God’s designs!…


Let me forget the world of spasms;


it can’t be relieved of its chasms


by leech traders’ loud shouts and signs,


full of typhoid phantasms.


 


May I forget for a short while


how easily illiterate horrors


can arouse phantoms in my soul.


Like an aeroplane on three motors,


they shake and wag and tangle up,


then suck and suck, and keep on sucking – – –


Rush to me then, my homely sapplings,


and fountains too, clear at your edgings,


filled up with tears from my lone heart!


Waft to me, wind, with exaltation


not of all lands, but just this nation,


which, as a godlike avant-guard,


reveals to all its erudition!


 


Did not Hörderlin once divert


as far as Asia the flow of the Rhine?


The act of God flows without end


and grasps the meaning of a ruin


only by not understanding walls…


And (as all agree) what comes later


succumbs always to an inventor 


only as unimpeded nature


and an unlimited response…


Why then are we for ever knotted,


into slack hearts like numbers slotted?


Yet enough! – My dear, guide me close


to anything that can’t be potted!


 


Cut the film now – it’s more than dark –


and name a stone, an elm, a hamlet,


a rowan, a shiny pond, a lark,


with Ascension to this aged planet,


which crushes hard the forked tongue


of our epoch, so full of demons!…


Look at those ravens: their spiteful sermons


shape clouds to mouths full of venoms,


which spit out darkness like some dung!


And lower?… Some sepulchral symbols?


The music steams the soup of cymbals,


which, with grated bones all day long,


a dead man, as with ginger, sprinkles…


 


And nothing here really cares


that, next day, round the heads of children,


the ethics of a carousel


starts winding turbans, and then even


will pull up women’s petticoats


above the knees of men, who garnish


their waiting by incoming darkness…


Then a gypsy ruffles her plumage


to peck from hands of metaphors…


In her mishandled incantations,


what’s black dissolves to pink impressions,


but the pattern of future hopes


returns through tubes to neural stations.


– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –


 


Another time, in reverie, 


we place footsteps in an old orchard.


And Mary, keen on harmony,


says to me: “Be no iconoclast.


Look, the well, where we used to probe!


Here, after we halved an apple, green


as the most precious emeraldine,


we often shared the following dream:


When God took knife and sliced our globe,–” 


“– the equator appeared quite neatly! 


Three sorts of sails I hoisted quickly;


and your pen case, with rouge and comb,


changed to a cosy boat so sweetly


 


that the future had just become! 


Past any measure, it already


passed, so your time became
unthought.


With wireless of senses ready,


we drank arrangements of blissful words,


not aware that angelic dancing


contained thunderous news, announcing


that God had spat out their uprising


like a stone that fell on our world,


and it’s doing well, doing better…


Beatific words, in such clatter,


cannot be heard, cannot be heard.


They are gone, gone!… ” – “Yet, not much later,


 


there’s lots of them or not enough; 


a mere portrayal of essences,


unable to be realised


and therefore losing all its senses!


Look, my dear boy: a tree, a holm,


and the cave of a fabled dragon


where you would play, with cool abandon,


the helicon of your dark demon.


And coopery there, in that home,


where iron-hoops turned dark in columns,


and only we knew how to announce:


! BUFFALO’S PERMANENT VELODROME


WHO ENTER MUST THEIR BODIES RENOUNCE !


 


There was no time – no rush, no urge –


when daybreak dropped its potent spirit


and, inside us, a demiurge


was photographed as a clear image


of our pristine ignorance.


To new fashion, still unaccustomed,


ready to probe the depth it fathomed,


if adders’ teeth have been unfastened,


or, in tiddlers’ brains, the sea resounds…


In our youth, time didn’t aspire


to measure death, with it to conspire,


so till now, for a mortal angst,


we’ve never wanted new attire…


 


Nothing could stop us – no thorny fence –


when early apples were just ripening.


Thunder slammed doors of resonance,


and in the empty hall of lightning,


stood cod’s-roe’s taste of blackberries…


That caviar somehow educes


a church, where you, in twofold laces


like acolytes with restive faces,


held silver-plated cups and dish


and trembled with impatience whether


a few droplets of wine would ever


be left by the shade of a priest.


Then the altar niche gave you cover.


 


And there were books, so many books, 


which mutated your sap pulsation.


Laments echoed from ancient nooks,


charmed by photons of scintillation,


while a saint tarried in his wrong,


and, to soften his proud demeanour,


he pushed it hard, with monkish fervour,


under God’s saddle, who, sans clamour,


on a horse’s image rode along…


Wonderstruck by imagination,


we dreamt of verbal gravitation


that could propel the earth sidelong.


O you, the total verbalisation


 


in the stellar order of thoughts! 


May your solitude be outgoing, 


a poet still would plight his troth,


those who deceive themselves disowning.


He stays alone, but sure (or mad?)


that suffering of every moment


embosses signs without adornment


in braille, as to relieve our torment,


but we, though blind, leave all unread…


Oh, my dear, is there no sun rising?


Has mystery lost its surprising?


Feel each sign on a statuette!


I want from knowing straight to rhyming…”


 


Was I reading?… I do not know… 


Those moments are so full of action


that, in me, it’s a constant flow


through working days of contemplation


and this will advance heresy.


There, somewhere, I lost my vision


of you, a female apparition,


when searching for a hidden mission


till silence brought a prophecy…


Don’t let my mind become too narrow,


let it find places with no sorrow,


so it succeeds to supersede


the Adrastos’ decree of terror!


– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –


 


X


 


Frost oversalted… Weekdays went


crystallizing into sheer facets.


The land, dry as a meal in Lent,


brought to skates’ proboscis poor harvest,


just trampling fish souls underfoot…


Yet soon, next day, a few warm cuddles


of the sunshine milked frozen udders, 


squeezing, pulling, to test its powers


for getting porous, trickling loot…


The woods in unused shoes were struggling,


air condensing, on palate rubbing,


when trying to chafe itself smooth


like pellets in semolina pudding.


 


Though its tissue was sadly lost, 


the snowy carpet kept repining


at being useful just for moths.


Yet nonetheless, the spring was coming,


cheeks and lungs full of yelling lot


who received a whole week allowance


to cure their trampish blues in taverns…


Girls were locked in white encumbrance


upon both breasts and lap and slot,


and threw their keys in farthest dingles…


Their sleep broke toadstools of morn twinkles,


so milk ran in a flower pot,


in which a leprechaun washed his wrinkles.


 


Nothing required solid parts…


In town, they may have started stitching


eye-lashes through eye-lids of tarts,


and here – a hair-sale by a virgin,


in excess to her stubborn whine…


Not till later (too late, to ponder)


a gift – godsend and full of wonder –


falling down into nature’s order,


came out of them as a complete one…


When, in the dark, you felt its shudder –


quite sad, not free, but captive rather –:


there rose the illuminating sun


and enveloped all with warm summer.


 


Summer already?… Where shades tied


vagabondage to rising thermals?


A grim neuralgia electrified,


then tore apart all originals


into fitful impermanence…


Even the mole was in a flurry,


barefooted and eager to bury


something in grave-mounds in a hurry


and no one said: Stop! It makes no sense!…


And melancholy kept returning


in hangars of my soul, disturbing


with a thought that I’m just a guest,


and everything else mere pretending! 


 


Time, too, pretended it felt great… 


It milked the moon, then added flour


to let dough rise for a cake called ‘hurt’


and, with seeds of days at this hour,


it served it at fog’s flapping veil,


then it dunked it in bromide bubbles


and zipped it up at sleeves of arbours


with black ribbons, to mourn disasters,


those fixed stars which in the heart hail…


It nailed together the longest coffin


for trembling light to stem its popping, 


knowing that a dying man will


stretch out every time before dropping. 


 


Then a faint butterfly appeared


above a rose: the fort surrendered…


Immeasurable was the beat


of time that pulled my goodbyes under,


even as I began to get


used to cooper’s halls with their treasure


of brooches, combs – and us, together,


and hurried with them, filled with pleasure,


to Mary. I must have looked mad,


with both eyes mortified by shyness:


a statue, floating on her mildness;


happy when allowed to hold her plaid


under cleared and brightened ash-trees,


 


whenever it got colder a bit more–


or other times, even a habit,


a mere gesture, yet what a joy


when she slipped her palm in my arm-pit


to easily shake up her red shoes


and remove a grain of sand or something…


How often we faced fate, demanding 


to tell where we stayed while still becoming


yet, soon after, became confused


by results of our own creation,


torn now apart by retrogression


into two hollows, chilled by ooze


of poured metal of separation!


 


XI


 


The train squirts paint of names and towns 


and eyes its steps, reversing forwards.


In station halls, the gnats and flies


are sinking deep their drilling bore-heads


with a promise of lewd red tone… 


And it’s a clapper of hundres pickers…


Legs wide apart, a pillar flickers


milking lamp udders in small trickles,


and, somewhere, a shy saxophone


buttons up notes he has just spotted


on bare legs with shoes still unknotted,


while the whistle loves to be blown,


so coal can puff its i’s white dotted. 


 


At a grave-mount, a raven scrawls


on tombs and grief-yards, full of grimness…


Co-eternally sorrow blows


up in me from anonymousness


of names, and feels there, sorry, well!


Sorry? No! Let them go on living;


those dead, who always enjoy drilling


our veins yet never overspilling


when filling with blood an asphodel,


for they want to spare us from stalling…


They’d love to come when storms are boiling


to show how white they are, how pale.


But dogs are here, and they are howling…


 


Graveyards pencil a frontispiece


of what they were when life was simple.


Pawnshops were they, so then with ease,


one used to wait, without a whimper,


for God to come and redeem all…


Today we notice but frustration,


each grave a trap-door to extinction,


and a puff of paganization


blows through us, full of fatal holes…


How useless is our endless groaning


for life, our ceaseless lust’s blades honing,


while having no backbone at all…


Dogs keep on boding, nosing, howling.


 


They are nosing, howling at the souls – 


those distressed ones in purgatory – 


while rhythmic, speculative moulds


shook up the moon, their luminary,


by little steps and at fast rate… 


And stones turn bitter… So does heather…


Ah, where are we when, close together,


we helplessly say: hither, hither?


Where does a tree fall, when woods are razed?


All is Griefville, all a quagmire,


and no one knows how, in that shire,


to kick down and accelerate


the pulse which resists to beat higher…


 


And times pass in the shabbiest rags, 


as if the worth of eternity


could increase on some paupers’ backs


when the semantics of chastity


interprets all in a wrong way.


Adders’ tongues of intoxication,


ideologies on vacation


tauten the coils of suffocation


all around any open way.


In a violent comet cluster,


the fall fixed date of its disaster


when it must, it must sweep away


love – all-uniting lord and master.


 


The pilgrim once more is filled with fear, 


when seized by a sacred cell-order,


which projects on his inner screen


truckloads of days, which are no longer


but crimes hidden for next year’s clock,


with illness and pride, etcetera…


Walk those compartments… It is ever


the same; mature – will they be never


under the sun of nerves called shock.


Free trips to Death are for us arranged,


lied up around, through middle deranged,


confronted by Her round the clock –


and we can’t manage, we can’t manage…


 


Ah, we can’t manage! No, my God! 


We are only what Hell relishes,


whilst You – with both hands firmly crossed


on awesome chest of Absoluteness – 


are waiting, waiting, motionless,


You – once the windstorm of uchronia,


you wait for what? What’s Your dilemma?


A hapless poet, whose euphoria


drinks roars of self-forgetfulness 


in the tragic realm of seclusion,


perceiving voices of illusion –


but, to You, he too makes no sense!


His want to laud is but confusion,


 


he – close to you when taciturn, 


when nothingness begins dissolving


its sloth in tears of his work churn


or, when lone he feels unbelonging,


he – a guest, who is and who’s not;


the world has made him Your cry-debtor,


yet he‘s again world’s stalwart begger


when melancholy knows no better


than to yield to his soul’s blind spot


so it can touch his ossuary…


His hierarchy is transitory,


his despair is his tragic lot,


and that’s a never ending story…


 


Brief are the marginalia


even for death, when left in verses


as its own glossolalia,


which he mumbles and always merges,


not being vexed by their parlance…


Death too knows well how dogs can tunnel


through the weight of stones, while we funnel


throughout the cosmos in our struggle


to come nearer to its fixed stars.


We try in vain, only enticing,


wanting to conquer, yet compromising


the dream of fullness inside us.


God can’t fit in bliss. He fits in nothing!


 


Man has to be completely doomed, 


if he is to sense just what patience


is… And, day by day, be consumed


with savouring its bitter sources,


not wanting to know why they are there.


Even saints in a rock enclosure


invoke the lights to solve their poser:


is Devil’s throat their woe’s arouser,


the very woe they have to bear?…


But our knowledge is perverted


and, by its gloom, the world fermented –


then love, too, sinks into despair,


and no heart can ever be contented.


Never, ah never be contented… 


 


It’s night… A man arose to seek


some hope in life, mercy, leisure.


Yet the crypt gate is short and bleak


as man’s seed is at cosmic measure,


where an avowed non-god gorged all stars.


Knotting the knapsack means concealing…


But don’t you hear the anger reeling, 


felt the least when most revealing? 


And it’s not, it’s not his privat parts,


what the palms of an angel cover,


full of shame for his self-denial!


How dolefully his gesture guards


us against doom. Oh, what a struggle!


A vain, ah, a vain, a vain struggle!


 


Through ages, in vain, we invite


peace without price to our movements 


of herd-like strife… As if we vied


for peace with no base of timeless moments…


Once, we focused on buoyancy,


the heavenly lift within us rising,


the owls’ nesting, beauty hiding –:


now, without seers, those spectres fright’ning,


with whom we fought from infancy,


we want just our works to be heeded…


Yet, the earth itself has entreated:


With no pristine transcendency,


no work can ever be completed.


Never, oh never, be completed.


 


(1939-1940)


 


 


The First Testament of Vladimír Holan


 


The First Testament immediately follows Holan’s poem
Dream, in which the poet spewed out his visionary images of impending danger
and incoming doom. That harbinger of a brewing apocalypse sent his message into
a time that stood at the beginning of the ravages of war. The lyrical-epical
composition The First Testament was released a year later, in 1940, when the
German army was in control of large parts of Europe and the Nazis unleashed
mass persecutions in the Czech lands. No one could envisage when and how the
war apocalypse would end. Such a horrific context of shocking events and veiled
historical perspectives already devalues in advance even a poet’s word, which
seems able only to demonstrate its helplessness in a world gone insane. Yet
poets were offered a way of escape to the images of nature, whose  eternal
order appeared immune from the presence of time, or to some touching memories
that could not be penetrated by the turmoil of the world. Not a few poets
accepted this proffered path. Vladimír Holan, however, rejects it explicitly:
“my childhood I don’t wish to praise, / like some escape from time‘s wearing./
Not like the one the life is staring/ down, who, fully locked in his erring, /
asks for a brief magical craze –:“.


With the same vehemence, he is also giving up an idea of
a poet who accepts the role of an indignant commentator on external affairs. He
does not string the present onto contemporary timetables of historical events,
onto “ideologies” that “tauten the coils of suffocation / all around any open
way”. He is one of the actors and at the same time the judge; he is a witness
who in the world of phantoms and “surrealities” is experiencing the tragedy of
modern humanity. 


Almost simultaneously with The First Testament, Holan
published his book Lemuria, which is a kind of mix of various genres of prose
and poetry, closely related to his poetical works. And one also finds here
passages that relate to The First Testament: “My despair over this world and
what is going on in it needs so much space that it enforces and creates a
different world ... A world, out of which one could perhaps help people ...“


Drawn into history, the poet liberates himself by
searching for the meaning of poetry, which always oscillates between
participation in the course of live events and going beyond them – into
transcendence. “His hierarchy is transitory, / his despair is his tragic lot, /
and that’s a never-ending story …“


It is in this space that the poet searches after a new
language, one which is not be consumed by the time of its creation; after a
language that corresponds at a more general level to the hidden and overt
traumas of modern man. He finds for himself an exclusive, rampantly metaphoric
language. But inside these scrummages, he resorts to rich shading and colouring
for that language; to contrasted or paradoxical joinings and permeations of
abstract expressions with specific namings, sometimes taken from colloquial
speech; to the distortions of syntactical rules, to the formation of
neologisms, to modifications of verse patterns. He uses refrains and
variations, he works with Russisms and foreign words not yet naturalized. Yet
his violent relationship with the language is regimented by the choice of the
one strophic form and a regular verse with repetitive complex rhymes.  It is as
if the poet were posing obstacles to himself which could verify the urgency and
depth of his lyrics. It is a world of “darkness”,  says Holan. “But even here,
similar to our way of measuring the mountains on the Moon, one has to measure
the height from the length of the shadows ...”


In Czech poetry in the ’forties of the twentieth century,
the tradition of narrative poems is revived. The lyrical-epical poem The First
Testament is, however, significantly different from the books of poetic short
stories, so typical in particular of the romantic literature of the nineteenth
century, where the lyrical component makes the story more distinctive. For Holan,
the story unfolds in some places, while in others it fades into the background
or is lost entirely, being interlaced with a zone of reflections and gnomic
forms which appear as images, on the one hand,  of the lability of human
beings, and on the other of the fantasmagoria of contemporary history. The
story itself does not convey anything out of the ordinary. The narrator, who
lives in the dark environment of the city, receives a letter from a friend of
his childhood, sets off to see her, hesitates about meeting her, stays in her
calming presence, and in the end returns to his original location. The picture
of a spectral world that frames the story about the meeting of two friends, two
lovers, is exposed as “a monstrous dream with no arousing”. In these parts of
the poem, the abomination of the world is viewed also in fragments of factual,
banal conversations, “voices from diverse zones” that, imprisoned in
“temporality”, only deepen the time of distress, sorrow, anguish and horror.
Against this drama of nothingness, the poet depicts the time of their meeting:
“Time was no time for such young age” – theirs was a time of innocence, awe,
mutual understanding, ecstasy, yearning. 


In The First Testament, Holan tells his personal story of
the path to the fountain of life-experience and to the resources of his poetry
(the girlfriend recalls Holan‘s poem Dream). The author’s identification with
the protagonist of the story is important because it signals that yet another,
inner story is intertwined with the“outer” narrative, and is constantly
circling – towards the question of what is the mission of poetry in the
incomprehensible, catastrophic modern world. Holan knows about the beauty of
being fixed in timelessness, but he grounds his sense of poetry on the opposite
pole, on the pole of insecurity, and thus in the tragic. Therefore, all of a
sudden, the narrator seems to leave the love story, a richly developed source
of emotionality, and turns back to his grievous poetic fate. This could be the
reason why at the very end of his song he writes about the new spiritual 
commitment of poetry: “Yet, the earth itself has entreated: / Without pristine
transcendency, / no work can ever be completed, / never, oh never, be
completed!”


 


Jiří Brabec
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