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Publisher’s Note

Rendering poetry in a digital format presents several challenges, just as its many forms continue to challenge the conventions of print. In print, however, a poem takes place within the static confines of a page, hewing as close as possible to the poet’s intent, whether it’s Walt Whitman’s lines stretching to the margin like Route 66, or Robert Creeley’s lines descending the page like a string tie. The printed poem has a physical shape, one defined by the negative space that surrounds it—a space that is crafted by the broken lines of the poem. The line, as vital a formal and critical component of the form of a poem as metaphor, creates rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, tension, and so on.

Reading poetry on a small device will not always deliver line breaks as the poet intended—with the pressure the horizontal line brings to a poem, rather than the completion of the grammatical unit. The line, intended as a formal and critical component of the form of the poem, has been corrupted by breaking it where it was not meant to break, interrupting a number of important elements of the poetic structure—rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, and so on. It’s a little like a tightrope walker running out of rope before reaching the other side.

There are limits to what can be done with long lines on digital screens. At some point, a line must break. If it has to break more than once or twice, it is no longer a poetic line, with the integrity that lineation demands. On smaller devices with enlarged type, a line break may not appear where its author intended, interrupting the unit of the line and its importance in the poem’s structure.

We attempt to accommodate long lines with a hanging indent—similar in fashion to the way Whitman’s lines were treated in books whose margins could not honor his discursive length. On your screen, a long line will break according to the space available, with the remainder of the line wrapping at an indent. This allows readers to retain control over the appearance of text on any device, while also indicating where the author intended the line to break.

This may not be a perfect solution, as some readers initially may be confused. We have to accept, however, that we are creating poetry e-books in a world that is imperfect for them—and we understand that to some degree the line may be compromised. Despite this, we’ve attempted to protect the integrity of the line, thus allowing readers of poetry to travel fully stocked with the poetry that needs to be with them.

—Ecco
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Part I




Second Space

How spacious the heavenly halls are!

Approach them on aerial stairs.

Above white clouds, there are the hanging gardens of paradise.

A soul tears itself from the body and soars.

It remembers that there is an up.

And there is a down.

Have we really lost faith in that other space?

Have they vanished forever, both Heaven and Hell?

Without unearthly meadows how to meet salvation?

And where will the damned find suitable quarters?

Let us weep, lament the enormity of the loss.

Let us smear our faces with coal, loosen our hair.

Let us implore that it be returned to us,

That second space.




Late Ripeness

Not soon, as late as the approach of my ninetieth year,

I felt a door opening in me and I entered

the clarity of early morning.

One after another my former lives were departing,

like ships, together with their sorrow.

And the countries, cities, gardens, the bays of seas

assigned to my brush came closer,

ready now to be described better than they were before.

I was not separated from people, grief and pity joined us.

We forget—I kept saying—that we are all children of the King.

For where we come from there is no division

into Yes and No, into is, was, and will be.

We were miserable, we used no more than a hundredth part

of the gift we received for our long journey.

Moments from yesterday and from centuries ago—

a sword blow, the painting of eyelashes before a mirror

of polished metal, a lethal musket shot, a caravel

staving its hull against a reef—they dwell in us,

waiting for a fulfillment.

I knew, always, that I would be a worker in the vineyard,

as are all men and women living at the same time,

whether they are aware of it or not.




If There Is No God

If there is no God,

Not everything is permitted to man.

He is still his brother’s keeper

And he is not permitted to sadden his brother,

By saying that there is no God.




In Krakow

On the border of this world and the beyond, in Krakow.

Tap-tap on the foot-worn flagstones of churches,

Generation after generation. Here I came to understand

Something of the habits of my brothers and sisters.

The nakedness of a woman meets the nakedness of a man

And completes itself with its second half

Carnal, or even divine,

Which is likely the same thing,

As revealed to us in the Song of Songs.

And must not every one of them nestle down into the Eternally Living,

Into His scent of apples, saffron, cloves, and incense,

Into Him who is and is coming

With the brightness of glowing wax candles?

And He, divisible, separate for each of them,

Receives them, him and her, in a wafer, into their own flame.

They shade the glow of it with their mossy-misty costumes,

They wear masks of silk, porcelain, brass, and silver,

So as not to mislead with their own, ordinary faces.

Little crosses on the marble will adorn their tombs.




Framing

“La Pologne est un pays marécageux où habitent les Juifs.”*

(Poland is a marshy country where Jews live.)

Tragedy, Patrick, needs a proper framing

Of fractured rocks and abysmal chasms.

But I was describing a sandy plain,

Geese on a strip of grass, the grayness and indistinctness

Of a country hardly heard of,

For its sadness has no hands, no faces.

I had to write, Patrick. I was called,

Or compelled by pangs of conscience.

I tried as I could, in anger and impotence,

Without believing anybody in the world needed it.

You know how powerfully we are moved

By causes other than love of beauty. A style

Even gains by such deviations

From the rules of modernism under the force of passion.

Fickleness—I had a touch of it.

Also trinkets disguised my misery.

I could hardly stand peeling walls, dirt, garbage heaps.

Ugliness, which seems to invite misfortune.

But it was the given. And no water

Could wash away what was branded in our memories.

And something had to be done with it.

Something had to be done.




Werki*

An English horn, a drum, a viola making music

In a house on a hill amidst forests in autumn.

A large view from there onto bends of the river.

I still want to correct this world,

Yet I think mostly of them, and they have all died.

Also about their unknown country.

Its geography, says Swedenborg, cannot be transferred to maps.

For there, as one has been, so one sees.

And it is possible even there to make mistakes; for instance, to wander about

Without realizing you are already on the other side.

As I, perhaps, just dream those rusty-golden forests,

The glitter of the river in which I swam in my youth,

The October from my poems with its air like wine.

The priests taught us about salvation and damnation.

Now I have not the slightest notion of these things.

I have felt on my shoulder the hand of my Guide,

Yet He didn’t mention punishment, didn’t promise a reward.




Advantage

It’s not difficult to have them at a disadvantage,

Since they are no longer alive.

I sit with them at a table. It’s summer, before the war.

The whole pension: I can do with them

Whatever I want, even make them memorable.

What a perverse game, from a sixteen-year-old kid

Arrogant out of misery and shyness,

Who just keeps silent and smiles stupidly—

Since a conversation about Schopenhauer was obviously not

For the likes of them. They suspect that he is not normal,

And in these matters they are usually competent,

Since they “know life”; i.e., the disreputable zone

Underneath all the polite prattle.

And now I have you in my power, you wretches.

One might say I am a chaplain of shadows.

Here, no more gossip, no more amorous touching

While you half-listen to my bitter talk.

What would you gain if I unveil my secret?

And what would I gain?

At stake was how one pays.

I often envied you. Nina, Ed.

Had you been able to guess bits of my destiny,

Perhaps you would bear your mediocrity with more ease.

With me here is the memory of a great illusion.

Not proud. I was lower than was your circle

Of mortal monads, servants of the flesh.

So what if I won’t perish entirely,

If I leave an oeuvre, since the balance

Is uncertain. I don’t know. Perhaps I was right,

Yet in truth, this wasn’t what I wanted.
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