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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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Introduction

I

Reconstruction of the Poet: the title refers to Homer, the Ur-poet of Europe, who in Zbigniew Herbert’s short drama talks back at the dull curators of posterity who claim to construe his greatness. But this “reconstruction” is not simply a joke about scholars; it also refers to the challenge of the poet of Herbert’s generation to face the reality of the postwar world. The play’s point of departure in ancient Greece was one of the things that made Zbigniew Herbert stand out as a new poet in postwar Poland: after the devastation of the war in which his contemporaries had been slaughtered, and after the general loss of faith in traditional pillars of culture, he stubbornly returned to the sources of that culture to test what in it still held water. His “reconstruction of the poet” was a lifelong task, a valiant campaign to rebuild out of rubble a poetry that would both measure up to ancient models (even when it subjected them to radical criticism) and articulate fully the truth of the moral and political catastrophe of modern Europe. The child of a tragic country, he was sustained by the gravity of classical order and the grace of a vital sense of humor.

When Herbert was a young man, he was in the habit of phoning up editors of literary magazines and introducing himself as “Mr. Frącowiak, author of a thousand sonnets.” We learn this from Wisława Szymborska, who met Herbert in the 1950s and was one of many to testify to the delight he took in putting on an antic disposition. Herbert had a taste for theater from early on: in the years immediately after the war, when he was living in Kraków and working toward an economics degree, he participated in a number of stage productions and at least for a time entertained the idea of pursuing a career in the theater. What came of this was not altogether nothing: there are recordings from almost every stage of his life as a poet that show his gift for powerful and nuanced performance of his own work and poems he loved by others. His rich baritone voice can still elucidate poems, even those by now familiar, with precise intonation and emotion, and expressive shifts of pace and rhythm.

That Herbert had a lasting and passionate engagement with both classical and contemporary theater is clear from the many reviews he devoted to theater productions over the years, and from the wide array of traditions reflected in his own plays, from Greek choral drama to Dylan Thomas, Beckett, and Pinter. The three plays in this book were all written in the 1950s, a period when Herbert was studying philosophy, trying his voice, and articulating his purpose in the face of the hardening of Stalinist rule in Poland, which brought along with it narrow programmatic prescriptions for the arts and stifling censorship. His thinking about and in the theater helped him move toward a poetics that could do justice to the drama of doubt and the anguish of the war’s aftermath.

In “Hamlet on the Border of Silence,” an essay written in 1951, Herbert writes of the prince’s education: “To the bitter truth of man’s transience was added the truth about smiling villains, triumphant criminals.”* The essay makes a passionate argument against the view of Hamlet as “a man who could not make up his mind,” the phrase used by Laurence Olivier in the opening to his 1948 film adaptation of the tragedy. This view of the character is embedded in the Polish verb “hamletyzować,” “to Hamletize,” or to hesitate to act or take a decision as a result of “thinking too much.” Herbert argues that in order to plumb the true depths of Shakespeare’s play, we need to imagine Hamlet’s past, and that to fail to do so is to trivialize his torment. “If only commentators, instead of fantasizing about what is written, would reconstruct what is missing and must be completed by the effort of a faithful imagination.” This is the principle applied to Homer in Herbert’s play Reconstruction of the Poet.

Herbert draws particular attention to Hamlet’s humanism as it comes up against the brutality of the court at Elsinore. A young man of Renaissance virtues suddenly bereft not only of a father but also of faith in the rational basis of the world imparted to him in the course of his recent studies abroad in Würtemberg. Herbert’s own predicament as a young man whose classical gymnasium education in prewar Lwów (now Lviv) in no way prepared him for the catastrophe of 1939–1945 clearly informs this reading. Twenty years old at the war’s end, Herbert had found himself with a heart full of horror and grief, bitterly watching his country after liberation from the Nazis be taken over by another set of ideological thugs. He saw the survivors of Polish wartime resistance slandered, imprisoned, and many of them murdered; mourning for the vast numbers of the dead was a public drama to be carefully managed from on high and performed in accordance with the official view on the real heroes of the war. Though it is clear that he later exaggerated his own direct involvement in resistance, Herbert’s solidarity with the Polish underground struggle was sincere, and his fierce will to remember and honor those who perished remained an important driving force throughout his life. His early poems ask how to live in a devastated, betrayed world in which neither reason nor virtue, loyalty nor courage guarantee a dignified life or death.

In his Hamlet essay, Herbert writes of Descartes that he “built himself a cozy little temporary morality” to weather the storms of reason ignited by doubt; in contrast, Hamlet’s doubt is existential—“Religious, metaphysical, moral, not merely methodological”:

[Hamlet] thinks with his whole life and with his whole person. The fingers touching Yorick’s skull are the beginning of reflection; in Hamlet’s conversation with his mother, thought bleeds and weeps.

What is sometimes interpreted as indecision, in the intellectual sphere as well, is in fact Hamlet’s orientation toward the concrete, the thought form that is an immediate reaction to reality, a response to a situation. That is why the Prince’s soliloquies, in which the dramatization of thought reaches its peak, are as thrilling as the action, if indeed not more engaging. They are woven so subtly of thought’s material that you can listen to them with your eyes closed, even regretting that they are being spoken aloud.

Herbert’s notion of “thinking thought” is borrowed from the French existentialist philosopher Gabriel Marcel’s “la pensée pensante.” In an important correspondence of the period, with the dramatist Jerzy Zawieyski, Herbert called it “dramatic thinking,” an idea he associates with the figures of Pascal and Kierkegaard, but above all with Socrates. It is not surprising that his playwriting often took the form of the “Play for Voices,” a form of drama well suited to conveying “thought’s material.”

In July 1952 Zbigniew Herbert wrote to the philosopher Henryk Elzenberg, who had been until recently his professor at the University of Toruń and remained his mentor. Herbert had sent Elzenberg his essay on Hamlet, and his letter now reports:

I’m racked by literary obsessions. At one point I started writing a novel; I’ve been carrying two stories around for a year and even . . . but I won’t tell you, it’s a terrible embarrassment to attempt anything in the theater. The characters come to me in the night with faces like hanged men, with upturned eyes and fettered hands, stifled by silence. I have to let their blood from time to time, otherwise they will die without a trace or a memory and this way I can use their blood to write of them that they existed.*

The attempt to which Herbert refers was The Philosophers’ Cave, which can be read as, among other things, an apology for his choice of poetry over philosophy. Elzenberg’s nonconformist stance led in the Stalinist years to his own professional isolation and ultimately his exile from the academy, which made him an obvious model for Socrates. Remembering Elzenberg in a poem many years later, Herbert recalled: “You were surrounded by sophists and those who think with a hammer / Dialectical frauds parishioners of nothingness.”* The poem conveys Herbert’s lasting sense of guilt at his own abandonment of philosophical discipline. He had once put it severely enough in a letter giving an account to his master.

I put to myself—in answer to your letter—the question of what I really look for in philosophy. The question is rather Faustian, and perhaps it would be more appropriate to ask what philosophy demands of me, what responsibilities the discipline lays upon me. The answer to the first, more my own version of the question, turns out to be extremely compromising. I look for emotion. Powerful intellectual emotion, painful tensions between reality and abstraction, yet another rending, yet another, deeper than personal, cause for sorrow. And in that subjective cloud, respectable truth and sublime measure are lost, so I’ll never be a decent university philosopher. I prefer suffering philosophy to brooding on it like a hen. I would rather it be a fruitless struggle, a personal cause, something going against the order of life, than a profession.*

It is this idea of living in the agon of thought that prepared the ground for the birth a decade and a half later of the thinking man with the limp (“On Mr Cogito’s Two Legs”), the pockmarked face (“Mr Cogito Studies His Face in the Mirror”), and the skeptical stance toward music, poetry, and any art that is not anonymous.

In a study of Herbert’s dramatic writings, the Polish scholar Jacek Kopciński quotes in full a typewritten note, found in the poet’s archive and addressed to future directors of The Philosophers’ Cave:

The action takes place on three levels, or in three layers. The first and outermost, played out on the “proscenium,” is the prologue and the choral intermedia. The second, or real action, happens in the interior stage. Socrates’ monologues make up the base level of the play, its final, deepest layer.

In the prologue the chorus speak with oratorical exaggeration, whereas in the interludes their speech is colloquial and indifferent. The symmetry of the construction, i.e., the return to the same scenes, can be underlined by the use of repeated musical motifs.

I don’t have any particular wishes and leave it all to the director’s invention. I would only insist on one thing, namely that the play be acted in a dry, caustic manner, without romantic sighs or sing-song.*

Kopciński sees an analogy between the architectural levels in the play and Herbert’s description in the essay “Among the Dorians” of the movement in a Doric temple from the exterior to the inner sanctum, a center which “is an enclosed, rectangular chamber—called naos—dark as a ship’s hold. Once it accommodated a statue of the god with his thunderbolt at rest. It is a place for priests rather than worshippers, the distant echo of a subterranean cave.”* The “cave” of Herbert’s play thus connotes more than the famous metaphorical cave of Plato’s Republic on whose walls can be seen the shadows of ultimate realities: it also stands for the real prison cell of the philosopher and for the inner space or stage where the drama of consciousness is played out, or rather where it is played, because—as the chorus at the very beginning of the play warns the audience—the author offers no answers or solutions, only a balanced (as critics noted, classically balanced) form for the uncertain battle between reason and unreason. In one of his Herbertian soliloquies, Socrates address Dionysus:

Perhaps reason—as you claim—

is an instinct unto death

an echo of nothingness

You have chased me into this cave

and surrounded me with a throng of characters

all carrying my name

that is your last temptation

O Tempter

They come and ask

Who is the true Socrates?

You want me to suffer vertigo

at the sight of my likenesses

and to save myself from madness

by falling to my knees before divine frivolity

and the sacred play of appearances

You have two nights Dionysus

to seduce me

I have two days

to learn endurance

and perhaps in the end

tearing off mask after mask

I will read my own face

with dying fingers.

Curtain.

* * *

Reconstruction of the Poet, a short drama for radio, was written in 1958 in Paris, during Herbert’s first trip abroad. As Kopciński remarks, where Philosophers’ Cave dramatized a choice between philosophy and poetry, Reconstruction asks: “What kind of poetry?” In the play, the figure of Homer is conceived in direct opposition to the poet of Greek philology—Homer’s voice cuts off the Professor, and the drama that he sets in motion brushes aside questions of historical authenticity in order to render a conflict at the heart of poetry itself. The two figures referred to (and contrasted) by the Professor as Anonymous of Miletus and Anonymous of Milo turn out to be the same poet, and poetry a powerful force oscillating on an axis between the epic eye and the eye of the pebble. Again, the action moves from an outer layer of “common knowledge” (the scholar’s banalities are placed on roughly the same level as the gossip of the chorus in Philosophers’ Cave, the guesses of researchers on a level not much higher than a dice game), through a dialogue of Homer with his immediate environment, to an intimate reckoning with his task in Homer himself. It culminates in a rejection of the epic in favor of a poetry of the concrete, faithful to individual sense experience. This play follows in its general lines the argument of Herbert’s early poetry, in which the epic modes of Romantic poets must yield to a tentative exploration of the world through the senses, above touch and sight, and mythical frameworks are subjected to a playful critique in which a traditional story is tested and corrected by new narrative angles.

The Other Room is also a short drama written for radio, with a very different setting: the cramped reality of postwar housing in People’s Poland is the field where the deep tensions between generations, the effects of long deprivation and brutal political oppression, play out. If Herbert’s first two plays reach back in time for the mythological sources that might bring spiritual or moral renewal, his third is diagnostic, stepping back to view more clearly what is out of joint in the present. Though it shows clearly the influence of the theater of the absurd, of Beckett and Ionesco, and of the Polish playwright Sławomir Mrożek, what is particularly Herbertian is its emphasis on seeing as a moral source. The object of the anonymous young couple’s emotion and attention, the elderly lady who occupies the “other room” (in the Dramatis Personae she is no more than “what’s on the other side of the wall”) is never actually understood (from the dialogue) to be seen, and the play’s first words, spoken by “SHE” are: “I can’t look at her.” Toward the end SHE offers not looking as the only solution: “It’s your nerves. Close your eyes.” When HE tries to spy on the neighbor from afar, he sees “nothing”—upon further reflection, he is sure that whatever he thinks he saw was just a “flaw in the window glass.”

II

The poems in this volume were not included in any of Zbigniew Herbert’s Polish poetry collections; although it is often impossible to establish on the basis of the archival versions why they were left out, it is fair to assume that reasons varied, from the poet’s dissatisfaction with even apparently finished poems to political sensitivity and Herbert’s habitual reticence about certain subjects like relationships and illnesses. Sometimes his feelings about a poem changed. The poem “Epic,” printed in the first edition of his first collection, Chord of Light (1956), was subsequently removed. Slightly over half of the poems translated here were published in his lifetime, either in journals, anthologies, in translation, in editions of his plays, or in samizdat. Thirty-three out of these seventy-four poems were published only after Herbert’s death in 1998, in magazines, editions of letters, and in the most complete “uncollected” collection to date, Zbigniew Herbert: Uncollected Writings. Its meticulous editor, the poet Ryszard Krynicki, gave the volume the subtitle “Reconnaissance” to emphasize the provisional nature of the enterprise and the hope of further discoveries and decipherings. Krynicki has transcribed many poems existing in Herbert’s archive only in the form of handwritten drafts, often excruciatingly difficult to read.

In this selection from Herbert’s voluminous Nachlass I have chosen to translate only poems existing in finished versions, even if, in some cases, it cannot be established which version is the last, or if there is a draft the poet himself considered final. Whereas Krynicki includes fragments and unfinished drafts, and provides justification for doing so—they are of value and interest to any serious reader of this poet—it seems to me that to present such texts with respect would require the kind of editorial apparatus and commentary that is not within the scope of this book. I included poems that were clearly marked or could reasonably be considered finished, those that can be read without extensive annotation and marked lacunae, and I focused on those that could shed new light on Herbert’s work as a whole. The bibliography provides each poem’s first publication and some basic biographical information where it is indispensable.

The emphasis in my selection of poems published posthumously is on poems addressed to friends, poems written in memory, and outings of Mr Cogito that add new facets to that persona. Among the aspects of Herbert brought into clearer view by the uncollected poems are his role as chronicler and elegist of his generation and his voice as a lover and erotic poet. In the 1950s, “Roll Call” recalls contemporaries fallen in wartime, and toward the end of his life, “Generation” elegizes the poets he considers his peers and allies across languages: Celan, Bachmann, Berryman, Plath, and others. They are his brothers- and sisters-in-arms in a different battle, the “cruel war called literature.” The early lyric “So Much” connects love and the body’s weight with the difficult rescue of speech or prayer, while in the later erotica of Mr Cogito, Herbert has adopted the rhetoric of silence, touch, and breath over the impulse to cast the poet or poetry as a saving grace.

If one thing emerges clearly from immersion in these writings, it is the line that runs from Herbert back to other poets of the fragility of human culture—to W. H. Auden, whose presence is felt along with Shakespeare’s in “Epilogue to the Tempest”; to Osip Mandelstam, whose stark endgame in the Gulag is imagined as that of a desperate “court jester,” a Joseph with a coat of many colors; and to Cavafy, who seems to flicker in the background of poems like “Contra Augustinum Pontificem in Terra Nubica Peccatorem in Purgatorio,” where a bright presence from antiquity is briskly undressed, examined, and finally allowed to enjoy the grace of a generous historical skepticism. Because Herbert, too, conveys a tremendous joy in existence (as he says of Mandelstam), in earthly life and beauty, it is easy to lose sight of how stripped of all certainty, how courageous are his expeditions in “terror’s deadly nightshirt,” and how naked his encounters with what Auden calls the “artificial wilderness” shaped by human cruelty and blindness.







I: Plays





The Philosophers’ Cave

Dramatis personae

Socrates • Guard • Council Emissary • Plato • Xenophon • Phaedo • Phaedrus • Laches • Xanthippe • Crito • Keeper of Remains • Xantias

Chorus • Pupils

PROLOGUE

Music. Against a background din of drum and horns, the piercing voice of a piccolo. An empty stage, without decorations. The members of the chorus enter in short bright-colored dresses, pointed paper hats on their heads. Faces heavily powdered.

CHORUS I with a deep bow

A play about Socrates, son of a midwife and a mason.

CHORUS II

A tale with a hard pit.

CHORUS III

Full of words, allusions and pauses.

CHORUS IV

Unfortunately without action.

CHORUS V

Those who haven’t brought food from home can still beat a retreat at this time.

CHORUS VI

Tickets will be refunded.

CHORUS I

A play, as has been said, about a philosopher.

CHORUS II

Who had a long life.

CHORUS III

Was active in the field of education.

CHORUS IV

But did not die a natural death.

CHORUS V

Which gives the figure a whiff of the sensational.

CHORUS VI

As well as a dash of heroism.

CHORUS I

One must exercise an inquiring mind through three acts.

CHORUS II

In order to untie the knot.

CHORUS III

Of lofty lies and shallow hypotheses.

CHORUS IV

Therefore we will have to avail ourselves of others’ eyes.

CHORUS V

So there will be something here for the myopic and for the farsighted.

CHORUS VI

Least for those who see well.

CHORUS I

The author ordered us to apologize and to say that






































ACT I

SCENE 1






































SCENE 2
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SCENE 5










































































FIRST CHORAL INTERMEDIUM
























































ACT II

SCENE 1
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SECOND CHORAL INTERMEDIUM















































ACT III

SCENE 1
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SCENE 5




















































EPILOGUE
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