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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

THIS WAS A PROJECT THAT, once it had been proposed, seemed irresistible: to document the imaginative development of one of the great poets of the twentieth century during the most dramatic and complex years of his life by translating all, or almost all, of the poems he wrote in those years. Most of his poems from an immense body of work produced across a violent century and its aftermath have been translated. For various reasons, many of the poems from this period had not, so the two of us, a scholar of Polish literature and a poet who had worked with Czesław Miłosz for many years, got to work.

The result is Poet in the New World, which gathers in English translation the poems Miłosz wrote between 1946 and 1950 when he served as diplomatic official for the newly formed government of Poland at the consulate in New York City for six months, and then as cultural attaché to the embassy in Washington, DC, for four years. It concludes with translations of the handful of poems he wrote in Europe, mostly in Paris, in the tumultuous years between 1951 and 1953 when he broke with the Polish government and sought political asylum in France. In that fraught time he turned to prose to explain the choices he had made. The Captive Mind, which appeared in 1953, became one of the classic books on literature and the totalitarian imagination in the twentieth century, but its author thought of himself as a poet and understood that he had risked losing a relationship to his art, to his language, and to his readers by exiling himself from Poland.

Some background: In 1944 Miłosz had walked away from a city in ruins. Something like 80 percent of the buildings in Warsaw had been destroyed by the German army as they withdrew from the city, an act of pure vengeance ordered by Hitler; 150,000 Polish citizens, most of them young, had been killed in the uprising against the Germans who were retreating from the city as the Russian army approached. When their neighborhood began to be torched on August 11, Miłosz and his partner (later his wife), Janina Dłuska, and Janka’s mother fled to the outskirts of the city, where they were caught by a patrol of the German army and put in an internment camp. Later, he would tell the story of seeing a group of boys playing football near the camp fence. He beckoned them over and asked them to deliver some notes, one of which reached a nun from a local convent, who then pleaded successfully with the German commandant for their release. They moved east on foot—away from the German army, toward the Russian army—and almost immediately fell victim to thieves who took what money and valuables they were carrying. In September they found lodging in a village in return for work digging in the field. Years later, beyond the turmoil, he would remember it as a moment when he had stepped out of history:

I rolled a cigarette and licked the paper.

Then a match in the little house of my hand.

And why not a tinderbox with flint?

The wind was blowing. I sat by the road at noon.

Thinking and thinking. Beside me, potatoes.

By early November they headed south and east and reached the estate of friends in a village near Krakow, where they and other lodgers found refuge.

In Krakow, relatively unscathed by the war (but an hour’s drive from Auschwitz) and under Soviet control, what was left of Polish society was beginning to put itself back together. Miłosz was able to join a newly formed writers union, was able to participate in a poetry reading (the young Wisława Szymborska, another future Nobel laureate, was in the audience). In the early spring he visited what remained of Warsaw with his friend, the novelist Jerzy Andrzejewski. (See “In Warsaw”: this book begins with a poem Miłosz wrote about the trip.) That summer and fall he was able to work on the poems he had written during the war and found time to apply for a diplomatic post in the new government. In November he received an appointment to serve in the United States. In December he flew to London where, among other things, he had lunch with T. S. Eliot, whom he had translated. He received a book of his own poems of the war years just before he boarded the ship that would take him into a new life.

Miłosz arrived in New York on January 16, 1946, six months after the end of the war in Europe, four months after the surrender of Japan. He was thirty-five years old. His employers at the consulate in Manhattan had arranged for him and his wife an apartment on the Upper West Side, at 342 West 71st Street. The consulate was on Lexington and 67th, on the East Side, so his introduction to this new country must have been a walk across Central Park in the brisk winter air. It takes a while for the park to show up in the poems, and when it does, the scene is summer. Young men in uniform are sprawled on the lawn in the dark with their young women in their arms, watching an outdoor movie, and the flicker of the projector lights up the buildings along 5th Avenue and evokes in him the memory of his last look at Warsaw as it burned.

His first response to the United States, like that of many other visiting Europeans in this period, was at least a little defensive. This seems to have been especially so to those who had been removed from the ruin of European cities to the middle of Times Square. “Buildings this tall are nonsense!” he wrote to a friend not long after his arrival, “and all the neon is a cheap gimmick.” Part of the fascination of the poems of these years is in watching his imagination simultaneously take on the extraordinary violence he had witnessed and the strange postwar United States that he was beginning to explore, while the tightening grip of the Soviet Union on Poland was slowly making his position in the Polish embassy untenable.

The Polish scholar Aleksander Fuit described Miłosz’s situation this way:

* * *

After all, the outstanding poet, the future author of The Captive Mind, decides to play in the United States the role of a diplomat of the People’s Republic of Poland. This Polish citizen, after the experience of war, occupation, the imposition of a totalitarian system in his homeland, finds himself on the other end of the world, where historical experience seems to shape individual and collective attitudes only to a small extent. This witness to the brutal degradation of humanity, cruel Nazi terror, round-ups on the streets, executions, the Holocaust, the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising in 1943, the Warsaw Uprising in 1944, the total extermination of a city of more than a million residents, and the invasion of the Red Army—is confronted with a society for which the war happened somewhere far away, while respect for individual rights and for fundamental principles remains obvious and indisputable. The European, coming from the Old World that was ruined and impoverished by war, finds himself in the New World, which boasts of its prosperity, a far higher level of development, and forms of social and political organization little known to him.

Whatever his reservations, he threw himself into his work with characteristic diligence. In addition to reaching out to the Polish émigré community—which was very chary of and sometimes actively hostile to this poet in his role as a diplomat for Communist Poland, he reported in Polish on American newspapers and magazines like the Partisan Review and Dwight MacDonald’s Politics. He had improved his English by translating Shakespeare and Browning and Eliot. Now he wrote essays on Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner, Henry Miller; he translated poems by Wallace Stevens, introduced Polish readers to African American and Afro-Caribbean poets, translated a selection of African American spirituals, noting the way the songs about the enslavement of the Jewish people in Egypt gave the enslaved a code in which to escape censorship (a subject sensitive enough in Poland that the editors printed the poems but not the commentary). He also translated Pablo Neruda, remarking that Spanish was easy if you knew French and that Polish poetry in the grayness of the postwar could use a little color. And he traveled, to a Bread Loaf conference, where he met Robert Frost, to New York and Detroit and Chicago to attempt to set up Polish studies programs at universities and libraries, to New Mexico and the West Coast with visual artists to promote Polish artists and Polish textiles. He acquired a car. He and his wife were able to explore the United States while he worked on his poems and wrote articles about his impressions of America for Polish journals. And he became father to his first son, Antoni. His appetite for work had always been enormous, and his superiors in the first few years commented on his diligence and imagination.

And yet he had begun to trouble his superiors. One of the poems he wrote—“Treatise on Morals,” a twelve-page poem in rhymed couplets and the rhythm of a Kraków cabaret song—was published in a Polish literary journal and was disturbing to them. In 1949 he visited Warsaw on vacation and found the atmosphere grim. He had the impression that everyone he met, including old friends, averted their eyes in conversation and watched their words. Also that one could tell who had prospered and who had not in the postwar regime by the cut of their clothes and that he was dressed like the fortunate and well-placed. He returned to Washington, feeling that he could no longer do what he was doing. His superiors, meanwhile, reported that the poet was “ideologically totally alien.” Defection, which he had begun to contemplate, meant cutting his relationship to Polish readers—death, it seemed, for a poet.

Back in Washington, he was told that he was being reposted to Paris, but was to return to Warsaw first. He left his wife and young son in the US to prepare for the move and flew first to Paris and then to Warsaw, where the authorities confiscated his passport. He appealed to friends, one of whom was well-placed enough to help him get him his passport and his assignment back. He flew to Paris where within weeks he defected, writing what was to become an infamous one-page essay titled “Nie” (“No”) in a new Polish émigré magazine whose offices gave him a place to hide for several months, since he had no notion of how the Polish government would respond to his betrayal. The story gets told in detail in Andrzej Franaszek’s Miłosz: A Biography.

Miłosz was not at first comfortable with the milieu in which he’d taken refuge. He thought of it, wrongly, as attached to a sentimental idea of an aristocratic Poland that was gone forever, but it proved to be welcoming and a lifeline. There was no question of his getting a passport to travel to the United States, where he’d been, officially, a Communist diplomat, and the émigré community in Paris wanted nothing to do with him for the same reason. By his own account he was isolated and very near the edge of madness, at moments assured that he’d made a catastrophically wrong decision, and what he did in the first ten months of 1951 was turn to prose and write The Captive Mind, which became an international bestseller and took its place among the classic books of the period about totalitarian politics, like Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon and George Orwell’s 1984. It also isolated him in France, where most writers and intellectuals (with the exception of Albert Camus) were solidly pro-Stalin. He wrote his first novel, Seizure of Power, in three months in the summer of 1952. The book won a literary prize, as The Captive Mind was published, and provided him with enough money to bring his wife and family—his wife had given birth to a second son—to Paris. This book ends with a poem, “Notebook: Bons by Lake Leman” set in the Swiss countryside at the time of their reunion.

This is the background to the story these poems tell about a poet finding his way in the wake of a catastrophic war and in a world that was just coming into being and already riven by conflicting ideologies. The poems written during these years were published in a volume titled Swiatlo Dziennie (Daylight or The Light of Day) in 1953 while he was settling into his life as an exiled writer, living with his family in a suburb of Paris and returning to a sense of his vocation as a poet, though he understood that he could no longer be published in Poland and that his poems were being removed from Polish anthologies. He himself wasn’t very happy with the book he had assembled. In an interview in 1981, after he had won the Nobel Prize, he commented on it: “The Light of Day is not a very well-ordered collection; it’s rather haphazard. It lacks a unifying principle. I’m not very fond of it as a whole; I write it off as a loss. The book’s structure
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