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Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780063494916






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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Introduction

By Clare Cavanagh

Don’t bear me ill will, speech, that I borrow weighty words / then labor heavily so that they may seem light,” Wisława Szymborska writes in “Under One Small Star.” Szymborska kept her literary labors strictly offstage. She didn’t lecture on her craft. She didn’t devote essays to the art of writing. “I’ve always had the sneaking suspicion I’m not very good at it,” she confesses in her notably brief Nobel Lecture. The poet’s work, she continues, is “hopelessly unphotogenic”:


Someone sits at a table or lies on a sofa while staring motionless at a wall or ceiling. Once in a while this person writes down seven lines only to cross out one of them fifteen minutes later, and then another hour passes.





She was speaking from experience. Her favorite writing utensil was the trash can: That’s where ninety percent of her work ended up, one friend remarked.

Lightness doesn’t come easily. That’s the lesson we take from the marvelous title poem of this little volume. The acrobat “works to seize this swaying world” by way of


Arduous ease,

watchful agility,

and calculated inspiration . . .



Why? Because he’s “missing wings.” Hence the hesitation that marks its oddly repetitive line breaks:


[he moves] more swiftly than

than his body’s weight, which once again

again is late for its own fall.



Will he make it this time? We hold our breath and wait.

Poetry, Szymborska reminds us time and again, is likewise achieved without wings. The poet, a “clumsy ersatz angel” (“Stage Fright”), achieves her seemingly seamless effects only by way of the “hard shelleying” (ciężkie norwidy) she bemoans in “Poetry Reading.” Szymborska’s wordplay is the verbal equivalent of the trapeze artist’s gymnastics, or the contortions she replicates in careful, comic rhyme in “Bodybuilders’ Contest”: “The king of all is he who preens and wrestles / with sinews twisted into monstrous pretzels.” She loved puns, limericks, nonsense verse, and verbal silliness of all kinds. “In Praise of My Sister” celebrates the world’s nonpoets partly by way of the notoriously repetitive Polish poet Adam Macedoński, whom my cotranslator, Stanisław Barańczak, and I chose to evoke through a famous tongue-twister. “Rubber baby buggy bumpers”: Try saying that just once.

“So much world all at once—how it rustles and bustles! / Moraines and morays and morasses and mussels,” she exclaims in “Birthday.” Her playful language scrambles to keep pace with a reality that forever outstrips it. Seizing a swaying world in words is, as it turns out, a Herculean task. “Nothing can ever happen twice,” she warns in one early lyric;


In consequence, the sorry fact is

that we arrive here improvised

and leave without the chance to practice.



Stanisław and I tried to mimic her intentionally imperfect, erratic rhymes throughout the poem. Why should rhymes line up perfectly when reality itself never does?


No day copies yesterday,

no two nights can teach what bliss is

in precisely the same way,

with exactly the same kisses.





Even the most seemingly mundane object demands verbal fireworks of the first order in Szymborska’s poetic universe. Her celebration of the unassuming “Onion” is a case in point:


Nature’s rotundest tummy,

its greatest success story,

the onion drapes itself in its

own aureoles of glory.

We hold veins, nerves and fat,

secretions’ secret sections.

Not for us such idiotic

onionoid perfection.



“Cebulasta, cebulowa cebuliczność”: We followed Szymborska’s lead in generating as many neologisms as we could while translating the poem. Since what is the onion itself but a self-enclosed, self-generating string of onion puns?

Trivia matters. Frivolity counts. The ordinary is anything but. These are lessons Szymborska stresses throughout her work. The world itself, she reminds us, is a “miracle fair”:


A run-of-the-mill miracle:

winds mild to moderate

turning gusty in storms.



A miracle in the first place:

cows will be cows.






Last but not least she gives us



An extra miracle, extra and ordinary:

the unthinkable

can be thought.



Striving to think the unthinkable: This might be one way to view the trajectory of Szymborska’s work. “Whatever inspiration is,” she says in her Nobel lecture, “it’s born from a continuous ‘I don’t know.’” Szymborska herself learned the value of not knowing the hard way. She began her poetic career after World War II, when Soviet power in its peculiarly harsh Stalinist incarnation first took hold in Poland. She came of age during the Nazi occupation, and like many of her generation, she longed for certainty to replace the chaos that had consumed her country for the better part of a decade. Like many other young writers, she wholeheartedly embraced the new state’s ideology.

A poem written several years after Stalin’s death marks her break from the rigid doctrine she had earlier espoused. “Notes from a Non-existent Himalayan Expedition” (1957): The poem rates imagination over ideology from the title on. The speaker seeks to entice the mythical, mountain-dwelling snowman back to earth by way of everything from the sublime to the ridiculous:


Yeti, down there we’ve got Wednesday,

bread and alphabets.

Two times two is four.



Roses are red there,

and violets are blue.

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Yeti, we’ve got Shakespeare there.

Yeti, we play solitaire

and violin. At nightfall,

we turn lights on, Yeti.



Szymborska’s fellow writers saw this poem both as a tacit, posthumous apostrophe to Stalin himself and a rebuke to any worldview that insists on the big picture at the expense of particular lived experience with its inevitable missteps, mishaps, and misunderstandings. In one of her rare public talks, she recalls a film in which Charlie Chaplin can’t shut an overflowing suitcase and simply snips off all the bits and pieces that don’t fit. “That’s how reality fares when we try to squeeze it into the suitcase of ideology,” she remarks. But the bits and pieces matter; they are the stuff that make up our lives, that make up life as such. It all depends on your point of view.

And what point of view should that be? Manifold, or so the poetry suggests. The Yeti of “Notes” sees humanity from on high and thus misses all the oddities and splendors of ordinary human life. But aren’t we humans guilty of the same failing? The speaker of “Seen from Above” contemplates the ways we segregate the deaths of other creatures from our loftier demises. The poet spots a dead beetle on a path and ironically dissects this elevated perspective:




One glance at it will do for meditation—

Clearly nothing much has happened to it.

Important matters are reserved for us,

for our life and death, a death

that always claims the right of way.



We look down on the beetle just as the Yeti looks down on us. Szymborska draws upon the semantic peculiarities of her native tongue to underscore the point. Polish uses different verbs to segregate animals’ endings from more dignified human conclusions: “nie umierają, a zdychają,” “they aren’t deceased, they’re dead.” Language both illuminates and limits. “We call it a grain of sand, / but it calls itself neither grain nor sand,” as she reminds us in “View with a Grain of Sand.”

“His speech’s personal best is the conditional,” one speaker concludes in “No End of Fun”; some visitor from outer space apparently seeks to summarize our puzzling species. The poem is itself proof of Szymborska’s speculative capacities: “what if” and “I don’t know” go hand in hand in her work. Such otherworldly speakers surface periodically in other poems. In “One Version of Events,” a set of beings from outer space, or perhaps a group of disembodied souls, evaluates the options down below:


If we’d been allowed to choose,

we’d probably have gone on forever.





The bodies that were offered didn’t fit,

and wore out horribly.

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Questions naturally arose, e.g.

who needs the painful birth

of a dead child

and what’s in it for a sailor

who will never reach the shore.



“One Version of Events”: The title itself tells a story that Szymborska explores throughout her work. Each version of events is incomplete. The storylines we shape for ourselves—be they public or private, vast or intimate—are by necessity partial at best. Setting the story straight means getting it wrong, her poems suggest. A clear picture is comforting precisely because it deceives. “I like maps, because they lie,” she concludes in a late poem:


Because they give no access to the vicious truth.

Because great-heartedly, good-naturedly

they spread before me a world

not of this world.

(“Map”)



Elsewhere she quietly dismantles love stories and war stories alike:




They’re both convinced

that a sudden passion joined them.

Such certainty is beautiful,

but uncertainty is more beautiful still.

(“Love at First Sight”)



After every war

someone has to tidy up.

Things won’t pick

themselves up, after all.



So begins her poem “The End and the Beginning,” which traces the messy, unsettling process by which war zones return to something resembling normalcy after “all the cameras have gone / to other wars”—a phrase that haunts me each time I turn on the news.

Beginnings and endings are themselves a kind of tidying up that Szymborska challenges time and again: “Perhaps all fields are battlefields,” she reminds us elsewhere (“Reality Demands”).

Szymborska leaves one storyline largely untouched in her own work: that of her own life. Reading through her poems, you may glean a few unremarkable details: She was a child, she had a sister, she had parents, she fell in love, she gave reluctant readings, she had friends. Is Poland ever even mentioned? Not that I remember. When Stanisław and I wanted to take the title of our first volume from her poem “Cat in an Empty Apartment,” she objected. The piece was too personal, she said. How so? The mystified cat appears to be the only mourner in this oddly animal-centric elegy:


Footsteps on the staircase,

but they’re new ones.

The hand that puts fish on the saucer

has changed, too.



Wait a moment, though. Whose footsteps are these, and whose hand? The dead man apparently left someone behind to tend to his orphaned pet. And that someone carefully notes that she (so I assume) is not the only grieving being in the household. The cat’s baffled loss takes center stage while the human mourner remains on
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