

Two Drops


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

Juliusz Słowacki




The forests were on fire –

they however

wreathed their necks with their hands

like bouquets of roses




People ran to the shelters –

he said his wife had hair

in whose depths one could hide




Covered by one blanket

they whispered shameless words

the litany of those who love




When it got very bad

they leapt into each other’s eyes

and shut them firmly




So firmly they did not feel the flames

when they came up to the eyelashes




To the end they were brave

To the end they were faithful

To the end they were similar

like two drops

stuck at the edge of a face






Farewell to September


The days were the colour of amaranth

shining like the lance of an uhlan




Over the megaphones was sung

an anachronistic ballad

about Poles and bayonets




A tenor struck like a riding-whip

and after every verse

a list was published of live torpedoes




Who nota bene

through six years of war

were to smuggle lard –

pitiful unexploded bombs




The commander raised his eyebrows

like a mace

and chanted: not one button




The buttons mocked:

We shan’t give we shan’t give the boys

sewn flatly on to the heath






Inscription


You look at my hands

they are weak – you say – as flowers




you look at my mouth

too small to utter: the world




– let us sway on a moment’s stem

let us drink the wind

let us watch our eyes setting

lilies that fester smell sweetest

the shape of ruins dulls the senses




there’s a flame in me that thinks

and a wind for fire and for sails




My hands are impatient

I can

sculpt a friend’s

head out of air




I recite a poem I’d like

to translate into Sanskrit

or a pyramid:




when the stars’ source dies

we will light up the nights




when wind turns to stone

we will churn up the air






My Father


My father adored Anatole France

and smoked prime Macedonian tobacco

in the blue clouds of its aroma

he savored a smile on narrow lips

and back in those far-away times

when he sat leaning over a book

I used to say: father is Sinbad

at times it’s bitter for him with us




Which is why he’d go off On a carpet

on the four winds Anxious we ran

after him in atlases but we lost him

In the end he’d come back take off

his smell put his slippers on again

the jangling of keys in his pockets

and days like drops like heavy drops

and time passes changing nothing




one Christmas holiday with the curtains open

he stepped right through a windowpane

and didn’t return I don’t know if

he closed his eyes in grief or never

turned to look at us in a foreign

magazine I once saw his photograph

he is now the governor of an island

where there are palm trees and liberalism






To Apollo

1


He went in a rustle of stone robes

he cast a shadow a glow of laurels




his breaths were light as a statue’s

but his movements like a flower’s




rapt by the sound of his own song

he raised a lyre as high as silence




immersed in himself

his pupils white as a stream




stone

from his sandals

to the ribbons in his hair




I imagined your fingers

had faith in your eyes

the unstrung instrument

the arms without hands




give me back

youth’s shout

arms held out

and my head

in an immense crest of delight




give me back my hope

speechless white head




silence –

a fissured neck

silence –

a broken song



2


I slow diver won’t touch

the rock bottom of youth




now I fish out only

salty broken torsos




Apollo appears to me in dreams

with the face of a fallen Persian




poetry’s auguries are false

it all happened differently




the epic’s fire was different

the city’s fire was different




heroes did not return from the expedition

there were no heroes

the unworthy survived




I am seeking a statue

drowned in my youth




only an empty pedestal remains –

the trace of a hand seeking a form






On Troy

1


O Troy Troy

an archeologist

will stir your ash with his hand

and a fire greater than the Iliad

on seven strings –




two few strings

we need a chorus

a sea of laments

mountains’ clamor

a rain of stones




– how to lead out

people from the ruins

how to lead out

a chorus from poetry




thinks a poet perfect

as a pillar of salt

eminently mute

– Song will escape whole

Has escaped whole

on a wing of fire

into the pure sky




Over the ruins the moon rises

O Troy Troy

The city is silent




The poet grapples with his own shadow

The poet cries like a bird in a wilderness




The moon repeats its landscape

smooth metal smouldering ash
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They went down gorges of former streets

as if across a red sea of charred wreckage




and the wind blew up the red dust

faithfully painting the city as it set




They went down gorges of former streets

hungrily breathing into the frozen dawn




and they said: long years will pass

before the first house stands here




they went down gorges of former streets

they thought they would find some trace




on a harmonica

a cripple plays a tune

about willows’ braids

about a girl




the poet says nothing

rain is coming down






To Marcus Aurelius


To Professor Henryk Elzenberg




Good night Marcus put out the light

and shut the book For overhead

is raised a gold alarm of stars

heaven is talking some foreign tongue

this the barbarian cry of fear

your Latin cannot understand

Terror continuous dark terror

against the fragile human land




begins to beat It’s winning Hear

its roar The unrelenting stream

of elements will drown your prose

until the world’s four walls go down

As for us? – to tremble in the air

blow in the ashes stir the ether

gnaw our fingers seek vain words

drag off the fallen shades behind us




Well Marcus better hang up your peace

give me your hand across the dark

Let it tremble when the blind world beats

on senses five like a failing lyre

Traitors – universe and astronomy

reckoning of stars wisdom of grass

and your greatness too immense

and Marcus my defenseless tears






Priest

to the worshippers of deceased religions


A priest whose deity

descended to earth




In a half-ruined temple

revealed its human face




I impotent priest

who lifting up my hands

know that from this neither rain nor locust

neither harvest nor thunderstorm




– I am repeating a dried-out verse

with the same incantation

of rapture




A neck growing to martyrdom

is struck by the flat of a jeering hand




My holy dance before the altar

is seen only by a shadow

with the gestures of a street-urchin




– And nonetheless

I raise up eyes and hands

I raise up song




And I know that the sacrificial smoke

drifting into a cold sky

braids a pigtail for a deity

without a head






Forest of Arden


Cup your hands as if to hold a dream

just as a kernel draws water into itself

and a wood will appear: a green cloud

and a birch trunk like a chord of light

and a thousand eyelids start to flutter

speaking a forgotten tongue of leaves

then you’ll remember a white morning

when you waited for the gates to open




you know this land will be unlocked

by a bird that sleeps in a tree in earth

but here is a source of fresh questions

the currents of evil roots run underfoot

so look at the bark’s pattern on which

the chords of music are stretched tight

a lutenist adjusts the pegs of the strings

to draw a sound out of what is silent




gather leaves: a wild strawberry patch

dewdrops on a leaf the comb of grass

and then the golden damselfly’s wing

and there the ant is burying its sister

higher up above the treacheries of ivy

the wild pear is sweetly growing ripe

therefore expecting no greater reward

sit yourself down underneath this tree




cup your hands as if to hold a memory

like a dried kernel of perished names

and another wood: a cloud of smoke

a forehead marked with a black light

and a thousand eyelids stretched thin

over the unmoving rounds of the eyes

a tree broken like bread with the wind

the betrayed faith of empty shelters




and that wood is for us and for you

the dead have need of fairy tales too

a clutch of herbs water of remembrance

so over the pine needles and the rustles

over the sheer spun silk of fragrances

no matter that you catch on a branch

and a shadow leads down winding passages

for you will find and unlock the gate

to our Forest of Arden






Troubles of a Minor Creator

1


Whelp of the empty realms

of a still unfinished world

I wear my hands to the bone

laboring over the beginning




With a pilgrim’s foot I tamped

earth fragile as dandelion fluff




with an eyelid’s double-beat

I consolidated the heavens

and with insane imagination

made them a shade of blue




I cried out when real touch

confirmed an image of rock

and I won’t forget the time

I tore my skin on hawthorn




I stored names of plants of beasts

in a chink I dug out with a finger

then lying in the grass I admired

the fern’s shape the peacock’s tail




in the end I wished to take rest

in a wave’s shade on white rock

I wrote a natural history

a complete guide to the species

from a salt grain to the moon

from amoeba to angel




This is for you

dear posterity

so your light dreams

will not be crushed by stones

when night ravages the world again
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You cannot pass on the knowledge

yours is the ear and yours the touch

each of us must build from scratch

his own infinity his own beginning




the hardest thing is to cross the abyss

which yawns beyond a fingernail

to discover with a daring hand

a strange world’s lips and eyes




– it’s good for small planets

washed by gentle blood

eyes closed –




if you put trust in your five senses

the world contracts into a hazelnut




if you believe impetuous thoughts

you will go on big telescope stilts

far away into the certain darkness




this must in fact be your destiny

to be made without ready forms

as one who knows and forgets




it’s not for you to dream of a moment

when the head will be a constant star

not with a hand but with bundled rays

you will greet an earth already extinct






Stool


In the end one cannot keep this love concealed

tiny quadruped with oaken legs

o skin coarse and fresh beyond expression

everyday object eyeless but with a face

on which the wrinkles of the grain mark a ripe judgement

grey little mule most patient of mules

its hair has fallen out from too much fasting

and only a tuft of wooden bristle

can my hand feel when I stroke it in the morning




– Do you know my darling they were charlatans

who said: the hand lies the eye

lies when it touches shapes that are empty –




they were bad people envious of things

they wanted to trap the world with the bait of denial




how to express to you my gratitude wonder

you come always to the call of the eye

with great immobility explaining by dumb-signs

to a sorry intellect: we are genuine –

At last the fidelity of things opens our eyes






Altar


The elements went in front: water carrying silt

the teary-eyed earth quick and gluttonous fire

then gentle dragons of air tossing their manes

opened the procession for flowers young plants

and so the artist’s chisel praised the grass Green

flame inhuman like the flame thrown from ships

the grass which comes when history is fulfilled

and is itself a chapter of silence




a clatter of sacrificial beasts blesses moist Tellus

they go fleshly and bright their necks carry heat

their brows marked with horns oblivious of fate

they falter and fall astonished at their own blood

They cry out to you elements animals led the way

the skies will part and God address you as lightning

you humanity low and so very deserving of scorn

yet carried high on the back of the earthly species




here the bas-relief breaks off – imagine if you can

maybe the sacrifice didn’t please the immortal gods

or moisture foe of endurance effaced human forms




it kept a sandal a chip of the goddess of Irony’s foot

and folds of a garment from which you can easily read

a gesture of graceful arms raised and that’s truly all

no hands playing on the horns of sacrificial animals




you don’t know what word of yours or trivial shape

a stone wrinkle will preserve – not what you think is you

nor if they will choose blood and bone or an eyelash

to lay in the gracious earth where statues are ripening






A Parable of King Midas


At last golden deer

quietly sleep in the glades




and mountain goats as well

their heads on a stone




aurochs unicorns squirrels

in general all game

predatory or gentle

and also all birds




KING MIDAS DOES NOT HUNT




once he got it into his head

to lay his hands on a Silenus




Three days he chased him

till at last he caught him

hit him with his fist

between the eyes and asked:

– what is best for man?




The Silenus neighed

and said:

– to be nothing

– to die




King Midas returns to his palace

but gets no pleasure from the heart of a wise Silenus

stewed in wine

he paces pulls at his beard

and asks old men

– how many days does the ant live

– why does the dog howl before a death

– how high would a mountain be

piled from the bones

of all past animals and humans




Then he summoned a man

who painted on red vases

with a black quail feather

nuptials parades and hunts

who asked by Midas

why he set down the life of shadows

answered:

– because the neck of a horse galloping

is beautiful

and dresses of young girls playing ball

are like a stream alive and inimitable




Let me sit down beside you

entreats the painter of vases

we will talk about people

who in deadly earnest

give to the earth one grain

and gather ten

who repair a sandal and a republic

count stars and obols

write poems and lean down

to pick up from the sand a lost clover




We will drink a little

and philosophize a little

and perhaps we both

who are made of blood and illusion

will finally free ourselves

from the oppressive levity of appearance






Fragment of a Greek Vase


In the foreground you see

a youth’s handsome body




his beard resting on his chest

one knee is pulled up

his arm like a dead branch




he has closed his eyes

he renounces even Eos




her fingers plunged in the air

her hair flying loose

and the contours of her robes

make three circles of sorrow




he has closed his eyes

he renounces his bronze armor




his fine helmet

adorned with blood and a black crest

his broken shield

and spear




he has closed his eyes

he renounces the world




leaves hang in the still air

a branch quivers with the shadows of birds flying off

and only the cricket hidden

in Memnon’s still living hair

speaks persuasively

in praise of life






Nike Who Hesitates


Nike is most beautiful at the moment

when she hesitates

her right hand beautiful as a command

rests against the air

but her wings tremble




For she sees

a solitary youth

he goes down the long tracks

of a war chariot

on a grey road in a grey landscape

of rocks and scattered juniper bushes




that youth will perish soon

right now the scale containing his fate

abruptly falls

toward the earth




Nike would terribly like

to go up

and kiss him on the forehead




but she is afraid

that he who has never known

the sweetness of caresses

having tasted it

might run off like the others

during the battle




Thus Nike hesitates

and at last decides

to remain in the position

which sculptors taught her

being mightily ashamed of that flash of emotion




she understands

that tomorrow at dawn

this boy must be found

with an open breast

closed eyes

and the acid obol of his country

under his numb tongue






Fortune-telling


All lines run down to the valley of the palm

to a little pit where a spring of fate wells up

here’s the life line look it runs like an arrow

along a horizon of five fingers lit by a flood

rushing forward toppling every obstacle

and there’s nothing more mighty or beautiful

then that straining forward




how helpless is the line of fidelity beside it

like a shriek in the night a river in the desert

arising in the sand and perishing in the sand

maybe it goes down deeper beneath the skin

parts some muscle tissue and enters arteries

so that at night we might encounter our dead

inside where memory and blood are flowing

in drifts wells cells

full of dark names




that hillock wasn’t there – I remember well

there was a nest of tenderness as round as if

a hot leaden tear had dropped onto the hand

I remember the hair the shadow of a cheek

frail fingers the weight of the sleeping head

who was it that ravaged the nest who built

the mound of indifference not there before




why do you hold your hand up to your eyes

we only tell fortunes Who are we to know






Arion


This is he – Arion –

the Grecian Caruso

concertmaster of the ancient world

expensive as a necklace

or rather as a constellation

singing

to the ocean billows and traders in silks

to the tyrants and mule herders

The crowns blacken on the tyrants’ heads

and the sellers of onion cakes

for the first time err in their figures to their own disadvantage




What Arion is singing about

nobody here could say exactly

the essential thing is that he restores world harmony

the sea gently rocks the land

fire talks to water without hatred

in the shadow of one hexameter lie down

wolves and roedeer goshawks and doves

and the child goes to sleep on the lion’s mane

as in a cradle

Look how the animals are smiling

People are living on white flowers

and everything is just as good

as it was in the beginning




This is he – Arion

expensive and multiple

cause of giddiness

standing in a blizzard of images

he has eight fingers like an octave

and he sings




Until from the blue in the west

unravel the luminous threads of saffron

which show that night is coming close

Arion with a friendly shake of his head

says good-bye to

the mule herders and tyrants

the shopkeepers and philosophers

and in the harbour mounts the back

of a tame dolphin




– I’ll be seeing you –




How handsome Arion is

– say all the girls –

when he floats out to sea

alone

with a garland of horizons on his head
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