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    Note to Readers of the eBook Edition

    This book contains long lines of poetry. The line below is the longest in the book.

    
        In the sixteenth century there were lines and there were perspectives.

    

    If this line is breaking on your e-reader, please click here to view the book in its original print format, per the author’s intent. You may also choose to decrease the font-size setting and/or view the book in landscape format until the entire line fits on your screen. This may not be possible on all e-reading devices.


PART I
MIMNERMOS: THE BRAINSEX
PAINTINGS

fr. 1

What Is Life Without Aphrodite?


He seems an irrepressible hedonist as he asks his leading question.




Up to your honeybasket hilts in her ore—or else

    Death? for yes

how gentle it is to go swimming inside her the secret swimming

    Of men and women but (no) then

the night hide toughens over it (no) then bandages

    Crusted with old man smell (no) then

bowl gone black nor bud nor boys nor women nor sun no

    Spores (no) at (no) all when

God nor hardstrut nothingness close

    its fist on you.



fr. 2

All We as Leaves


He (following Homer) compares man’s life with the leaves.




All we as leaves in the shock of it:

    spring—

one dull gold bounce and you’re there.

    You see the sun?—I built that.

As a lad. The Fates lashing their tails in a corner.

    But (let me think) wasn’t it a hotel in Chicago

where I had the first of those—my body walking out of the room

    bent on some deadly errand

and me up on the ceiling just sort of fading out— brainsex paintings I used to call them?

In the days when I (so to speak) painted.

    Remember

that oddly wonderful chocolate we got in East

    (as it was then) Berlin?



fr. 3

However Fair He May Once Have Been


In the offing he sees old age.




Yes lovely one it’s today forever now what’s that shadow unzipping

    your every childfingered wherefrom?



fr. 4

To Tithonos (God’s Gift)


For poor Tithonos.




They (on the one hand) made his chilly tears immortal neglecting to tell him

    his eyes were not.



(853ff)

fr. 5

A Sudden Unspeakable Sweat Floweth Down My Skin


He gazes, perhaps he blames.




Sweat. It’s just sweat. But I do like to look at them.

    Youth is a dream where I go every night

and wake with just this little jumping bunch of arteries

    in my hand.

Hard, darling, to be sent behind their borders.

    Carrying a stone in each eye.



fr. 6

Betwixt Thee and Me Let There Be Truth


Despite his professed cult of youth and pleasure, he knows moral worry.




At the border crossing all I could hear was your pulse

    and the wind combing along my earbone

        like antimatter.



fr. 8

For Sun’s Portion Is Toil All His Days


He looks to myth.




Look: up every bone every sky every day every you—

    He goes working His

way up blue earlobes from ocean goes

    thrown by rosesudden someone’s

already tomorrow goes riding His bed of daysided gold goes

    skimming

sleep countries from west to east until sudden

    rosestopped someone’s

already earliness opens the back of the clock: He

    steps in.



fr. 11

Would That Death Might Overtake Me


He sings of birthdays.




No disease no dreamflat famine fields just a knock on the door

at the age of threescore: done.



fr. 12

When Mountains Dove Sideways


He tells of Kolophon colonized from the mainland.




 … When mountains dove sideways from Pylos

we came to Asia in ships

to Kolophon chiseled our way

sat down like hard knots

then from there

made a slit in the red river dusk and

took Smyrna

for God.



fr. 13(a)

So They from the King’s Side


He sees the warriors move.




So they from the king’s side when they got the order

    went rushing—in their own hollow shields socketed.



fr. 14

None Such as Him


He looks to memory.




None such:

    amid the butting bulls none such on the death flanks of

Hermos.

    None.

Those elders who saw him saw the source points.

    It stung God.

They say his spinal cord ran straight out of the sun.



fr. 15


He is troubled by words.




 … in public words formed a clump in him.



fr. 16


Troubled.




 … always the hard word box they wanted.



fr. 22

Half Moon


He awakens early.




Half moon through the pines at dawn

    sharp as a girl’s ribcage.



fr. 23


Why does motion sadden him?




 … a lame man knows the sex act best …



Mimnermos and the Motions of Hedonism


I can swim like the others only I have a better memory than the others, I have not forgotten my former inability to swim. But since I have not forgotten it my ability to swim is of no avail and I cannot swim after all.

Kafka



Relocation among the substances that have us as humans is his subject. People call it hedonism. That is like summing up Kafka as a poor swimmer. If we consider the total somatosensory system of Mimnermos’s poetry, it is true we see the windows glow in turn with boys and flesh and dawn and women and the blue lips of ocean. It is true he likes to get the sun into every poem. But the poet’s task, Kafka says, is to lead the isolated human being into the infinite life, the contingent into the lawful. What streams out of Mimnermos’s suns are the laws that attach us to all luminous things. Of which the first is time.

Although he scarcely uses the word, everything in his verse bristles with it. Time goes whorling through landscapes and human lives bent on its agenda, endlessly making an end of things. You have seen this vibration of time in van Gogh, moving inside color energy. It moves in circles (not lines) that expand with a kind of biological inevitability, like Mimnermos’s recurrent metaphor of the youth of humans as a flowering plant or fruit. These plants grow as the light does, for their life is one long day “knowing neither good nor evil” (fr. 10) until the sun slips over the rim and everything goes dark. He does not use the words for dark, but substitutes events: death, old age, poverty, blind eyes, empty rooms, vacated mind. It is as if the darkness invents these evils, which arrive for no reason except the light has gone. When you pass from sun to shadow in his poems, you can feel the difference run down the back of your skull like cold water. “And immediately then to die is better than life” (fr. 2).

Sun is the only pulse than runs by itself. While transiency grasps the rest of us through and through, Helios rides it as a cup across the sky (fr. 8). Mimnermos unblinkingly pretends to pity the god this endless motion. And that should tell us something about his hedonism.

For he only ever mentions two pleasures and he does not call them pleasures. There is no wine in Mimnermos’s verse, no warm bath, no running animal, no cherries or silk or pale blue bones, no dice, no slapstick nights of song. It all takes place down behind the world somewhere in a state of static riposte, like a child talking himself through the night. Motion can stop, he is marveling. His hedonism seems to have struck a vein that was running through the times in which he lived—a kind of hunger for the motions of the self that we are mining still, though freshness is going out of the work. It is haunted from two directions at once, which we call pleasures to justify our hedonist calculus. Sex and light. Let us consider how they move him.

He “came to flower” (floruit, as the ancient biographers like to say) in the thirty-seventh Olympiad (632–629 B.C.). It is recorded that he originated in the city of Kolophon in Asia Minor, or else in the city of Smyrna somewhat northwest of Kolophon, or else on an island called Astypalaia in the south Aegean Sea (but astypalaia means “ancient town” and may simply be a phrase from some poem no longer extant). Kolophon had been colonized from the Greek mainland before the eighth century and was, after its capture of Smyrna, the largest state in Ionia. Mimnermos tells some of the history of these events in fr. 12, but the account is not an historian’s. There is no telling who “we” are in this poem, nor how we should apprehend these centuries flying past like a news clip. But then that is his point.

Also in fr. 14, we view the events of several epochs through a fast, bright dust of allusion to wars and former generations. It may be a poem about Gyges of Lydia, who pressed down the valley of the Hermos River against Smyrna and Kolophon early in the seventh century. It may be a call to arms against Alyattes’s attack on Smyrna in the last decade of the same century. Mimnermos says he heard of these events from his elders who were eyewitnesses. But who is this incomparable man who fought on the plain of Hermos? His father? Grandfather? Some other footprint in the family romance? Also perhaps a complete fiction. At any rate, Mimnermos is plainly not interested in explaining historical references. He lets this brilliant shape move through time like a needle stitching together the two moments that compose nostalgia. Then and now. The fact that we are no longer in the light (by the time we look for it) is his subject. Insofar as we speak of Mimnermos’s hedonism, we can refer to the subject as knowledge.

Or we could say this is the difference that hedonism makes: To locate joy and love and pleasure in the lap of light “knowing neither evil nor good” puts knowledge in the dark. It is a brain chemistry of naked injury and chronic despair that Mimnermos assumes for this moment of knowing. When Mimnermos sees the light, he sees it gone—like Jason in fr. 7 gone down his adversary road to the place where the sun god, Helios, and all the lights of the world lie stored in contrafactuality against us. “Nor would have …” this fragment begins. Nor would the mechanical death of moments have come roaring down on us as darkness, had we not stopped to look round for the light.

Or do we stop because the light is vanished already? Mimnermos does not entertain philosophical questions except technically. Consider the moment when old age darkens down on men and women in fr. 1. The sex act of these gentle beings is radically intercepted by an unscheduled metrical event. Exactly at the middle of the poem, which consists of ten verses organized in five elegiac couplets, time cuts through the narrative of flesh: “but (no) then.” It is a very unusual caesura, a notably nonlinear psychology. We are only midway through the central verse of our youth when we see ourselves begin to blacken. We had been taught to believe there were certain rules of motion and collision that construct elegiac verse (e.g., “the dactylic hexameter avoids word end at midverse”) but these are defied. We had been seduced into thinking that we were immortal and suddenly the affair is over.

Consider Tithonos (fr. 4), whose good faith in the institutions of mortality and gift exchange won him an answer to a question he did not know he was asking (nor would have). The story is so well known that Mimnermos barely alludes to its content: seduced by the goddess of the dawn, the beautiful youth Tithonos received from her a promise of immortality, forgetting that human life is not as a rule coextensive with human youth. There was no reward but endless old age for Tithonos’s love of the first light. Like the gentle men and women of fr. 1, wondering too late about the length of the shadows, Tithonos is someone stranded in a technicality. In his case it is syntax, not metrics, that shapes the human predicament. The poem begins by setting out the first half of an unusually common Greek construction: the particle men (“on the one hand”) is generally coordinated with the particle de (“on the other hand”) to create a balanced sentence or two-part remark. It is as if some other side of Tithonos’s story were about to be set in motion and carry him on past petrification. Sadly this does not happen. Of course the fragment may be incomplete. But then so is Tithonos.

Consider incompleteness as a verb. Every verb has a tense, it must take place in time. Yet there are ways to elude these laws. The Greek verb system includes a tense called aorist (which means “unbounded” or “timeless”) to capture that aspect of action in which, for example, a man at noon runs directly on top of his own shadow. So in fr. 13(a) Mimnermos uses an aorist participle to describe how men move in war. Like acrobats of the psychic misdemeanor we call history, warriors qua warriors live hovering above the moment when action will stop. They are the receptacle of a charge that shoots itself toward the night side, spoor of its own explanation. Mimnermos is a poet intrigued by beginnings and endings, but not in the usual way—who reveres noon as a study in true black: “socketed.”

There is no afternoon in Mimnermos. Consider as sound play the difference between youth and age in his typical diction: repeatedly applied to descriptions of old age is the adjective argaleon, which means “hard” and sounds like a fall of rocks down a dry ravine. Contrasted with it (e.g., in fr. 1) is the adjective harpaleon, which means “gentle” and sounds like a secret trout on the slip down the fathoms. It would be heartless to point out that, save for one consonant and the initial aspirate, these are the same word. When the soft p of harpaleon becomes the hard g of argaleon, all motions of day rigidify into the solid soul damage of nature’s presupposition. Hedonism lies not beyond but prior to this—already forfeit.

Like sex, light is not a question until you are in the dark. Mimnermos has no answer to give. Instead (for he is a scholar after all) an epistemology: “… a lame man knows the sex act best” (fr. 23). This sentence, usually recorded among dubia et spuria in respectable editions, is thought to be a piece of proverbial wisdom learned from the Amazons one summer when he traveled in the Black Sea regions. Yes, there were still Amazons in those days, as there was a true physics of lust. “You are its ore,” one of the big women said to him the day he left.

The Mimnermos Interviews (1)


M:

It surprises me you came all this way

    
  I:

What a mud pond

    
M:

You don’t like rain

    
  I:

No let’s get started can we start with your name

M:

Named for my grandfather

  I:

The soldier

M:

The great soldier

  I:

Can you tell us a little about him

M:

He loved thunderstorms olives and the wilder aspects of life here he loved war

  I:

None Such is about him

M:

I would have to say yes but you know a lot of it is invented fighting naked and things like that

  I:

I understand the text as we have it is merely the proemium to a much longer work

M:

Well I don’t know what you’re reading over there nowadays those American distributors get some crazy ideas

  I:

I believe it’s the standard edition (Diehl 2 volumes)

M:

Don’t get angry

  I:

I’m not angry I am conscientious

M:

Like moss

  I:

What an odd thing to say have you ever been psychoanalyzed

M:

Not so far as I know why do you ask

  I:

Moss is the name of my analyst

M:

In New York

  I:

Yes

M:

Is he smart

  I:

She yes very smart sees right through me

M:

In my day we valued blindness rather more

  I:

Mystical

M:

Mystical I don’t think we had a word mystical we had gods we had words for gods “hidden in the scrutum [sic] of Zeus” we used to say for instance, proverbially

  I:

Doctor Moss would like that may I quote you

M:

Ah the perfect listener yes I dreamed I would one day find her



The Interviews (2)


  I:

Within the last decade there have been many references from varied sources to the fact that the Western world stands on the verge of a spiritual rebirth that is a fundamental change of attitude toward the values of life after a long period of outward expansion beginning to look within ourselves once more can you comment on this

M:

Secrets save me from dissolving

  I:

What do you mean

M:

My separate existence down behind the world

  I:

Then you do believe in the unconscious

M:

I see mankind reaching back by the millions to a time before my grandfather every morning when the sky gets blue they come streaming through my apartment

  I:

So as evidence of psychic life

M:

Well no as the bottom we all start on the bottom start asking our way up

  I:

Dreams give us more than we ask

M:

I’m not talking about dreams no one’s dreams are of any use to anyone else

  I:

Why

M:

They are merely experiments an experimental surface

  I:

But surely that involves at least let’s say an organizing effort

M:

Nothing takes place but the place

  I:

Are you serious

M:

Just a telephone ringing in an empty house

  I:

Why not answer it

M:

Why not keep moving it’s true every epitaph calls out to the passerby but the marks are a trap the mourning is irrelevant I knew a man who dreamed his backside was made of glass and dared not sit down for 7 months

  I:

Freud says a dream is either a wish or a counterwish

M:

Cagey

  I:

Or the disguises of these

M:

Well eventually someone has to call a boat a boat you can’t dismember everything

  I:

Dismember

M:

Sorry I meant remember

  I:

Freud was named for his grandfather too



The Interviews (3)


  I:

[tape noise] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . something of your intellectual background Where does he come from? etc. perfectly reasonable

M:

What are you digging for

  I:

Nanno

M:

[image: ]

  I:

Who is this person this chasm this lost event

M:

[image: ]

  I:

Considerable ambiguity surrounds Athenaios’s assertion that in old age you became enamored of a flute girl by this name

M:

[image: ]

  I:

Kallimachos talks about Nanno or “the big woman” as if it were an epic poem on the founding of Kolophon no one understands this reference

M:

[image: ]

  I:

Strabo says you gave her name to a collection of love elegies

M:

[image: ]

  I:

Foucault speaks of the Unthought as a limit within which all actual knowledge is produced I’m groping here can we regard Nanno as some sort of epistemological strategy are we to look for a logic of Nanno

M:

[image: ]

  I:

Do you dream of her

M:

No I dream of headlights soaking through the fog on a cold spring night

  I:

Now it is you who is angry

M:

I’m not angry I am a liar only now I begin to understand what my dishonesty is what abhorrence is the closer I get there is no hope for a person of my sort I can’t give you facts I can’t distill my history into this or that home truth and go plunging ahead composing miniature versions of the cosmos to fill the slots in your question and answer period it’s not that I don’t pity you it’s not that I don’t understand your human face is smiling at me for some reason it’s not that I don’t know there is an act of interpretation demanded now by which we could all move to the limits of the logic inherent in this activity and peer over the edge but everytime I start in everytime I everytime you see I would have to tell the whole story all over again or else lie so I lie I just lie who are they who are the storytellers who can put an end to stories

  I:

You look so cold come closer to the fire

M:

She used to get up first in the morning to light the fire it surprised me the young are seldom kind

  I:

Yet she was not a subject for you poetically I mean

M:

I wrote her epitaph

  I:

I don’t believe I know this piece

M:

It was never published the family disapproved

  I:

I don’t suppose you could

M:

No

  I:

But

M:

No

  I:

I wanted to know you

M:

I wanted far more
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