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A Short Word before 52 Euros





There is only one way for a poet to translate the poems of others, and that is by being himself. The poems in this collection all read, more or less, like me. They could not do otherwise. To work on a poem at the utmost is to call into service all the things that go furthest in one’s own abilities. To do less would be unworthy. To mimic fifty-two poets would be only to do the police in different voices. It is better that they appear in the committed translator’s Force than that they remain on some incomprehensible and invisible Beat.


The poets and their poems were chosen by whoever wished to choose them. This accounts for the democratic mix of the famous, the less famous, the forgotten and the unknown, the last three categories being the happy means of introducing the new to many via the love of a few. The translators produced word-by-word, line-by-line translations into English. These I re-poemed. It was the method also used for The Song Atlas: A Book of World Poetry (Carcanet, 2002).


This collection has therefore no general aim beyond the reading and enjoyment of poems, any such aim that might have emerged being necessarily lost amongst the choices, enthusiasms, versions and advice of over two hundred helpers. They are the chief workers of this book. I hope I have made what they liked and loved, in their original languages, good reading, without any critical judgements or awe.


Here are 248 European poems to read. They have all come through at least three hearts and minds to be made as they are in this book. Now they are ready for more.




 





John Gallas





















A is for Akhmatova







Anna Akhmatova was born in 1889 in Odessa. ‘The poems of a half nun, half whore’, according to Minister of Culture, Andrei Zhdanov, her work was (unofficially) banned from 1925 to 1940. Her son, and her first and third husbands, were shot or sent to camps for ‘betraying the Revolution’. Akhmatova died of a heart attack in St Petersburg in 1966.







Muse




I wait, I wait at night for her.


I teeter on a thread.


What is favour, first hope or freedom


to my sweet recorder, my enterer?







She’s here. Unshuts her shawl


and looks at me close.


I say, ‘Did you tell Dante


all Hell?’ And she says, ‘Yesss.’





King Greyeyes




Hello again, you limpet, Pain!


Yesterday King Greyeyes died.







Autumn evening, clammy-red,


my husband came home and said softly,







‘They brought him back from the hunt. Hm.


Found his body by the old oaktree.







I’m sorry for the Queen. He was young.


Her hair went white last night.’










He fetched his pipe off the fireshelf


and left for his night shift.







Now I’ll go and wake up my daughter


and look in her little grey eyes.







And outside the poplars say and swish,


‘Your King has left the earth…’





Evening Time




Music-air in the garden,


unspeakable sadness.


Oysters laid in ice,


sharp, clean sea-scents.







He said, ‘I’m really your friend!’


and tiptouched my dress.


Those hands touching –


how unlike a hug.







Like a catstroke, bird-smooth,


like a look at a slim lady rider…


a quiet laugh in quiet eyes


under wan gold eyelashes.







And the blue string songs


under gliding brume:


‘Thank God in Heaven –


at last you’re alone with love.’







I Warn You Now




I warn you now –


this is my truly last life.


Not swallow, not mapletree,


not reed and not star,







not springwater,


not bell-clang so


will I be back to disquiet people,


or still annoy their dreams


with my whining age.





The Last-Time Song




My heart went barely cold,


but I walked brightly.


I mistook my left-hand glove


to my right.







I thought, too many steps,


though I knew – only three!


Autumn hissing with mapletrees


tugged, ‘Die with me!







I’m skewed with gloom


and wrong black days.’


And I said, ‘Sweet one, sweet one,


me too. I’ll die with you’…







This is the last-time song.


I saw the dark house.


Just bedroom candles alight


with cool and sallow fire.








Hands Hitched Under My Shawl…




Hands hitched under my shawl…


‘Why so white today?’ –


I made him drunk


on woe-sour wine.







How can I forget? He reeled out,


mouth skew with hurt…


Downstairs, hands derailed,


I ran to the gate for him.







I puffed – ‘It was all a joke.


Don’t leave me, I’ll die.’


He smiled, strange and still,


and said, ‘Get out of the wind.’






























and for Apukhtin







Aleksey Nikolayevich Apukhtin was born in Bolkhovo in 1840. He wrote poems and tales, and was known as ‘the Russian Oscar Wilde’. A critic said that ‘his wallpaper was of the Young Officers pattern’. He died in St Petersburg aged 53.







Ten Country Pictures


Dedication




Your grave is still new:


the white, cold storm has never


lapped its raw-wilt flowers with snow:


but I’m sick of life,


joyless, flat,


unwarmed by your breath,


unmixed with your days.


Ah, a child unsees with light –


the far shore shone at me then,


friendly through fog –


I thought… I saw… happiness, a madcap heart,


on my life’s busy road…


and – God! – mad, mad! –


shut doors all open –


I swam… but what I saw


on that longed-for shore…


hot, angry, hating…


I cannot write.


And so, with a snapped soul,


dream-fallen,


I stand unsure


by the dark, shut door.


Do I stop on the road?


Do I have it with the hollow men?


Or, swamped in my soul’s storm,





go to war unkilled?


Young soldier,


new in the loaded fight –


will I be sure and strong like you


and fall like you in the end?


Wherever your soul is rolling,


happy and unseen of us,


hear these poems, please – my love’s work:


I wrote them full of heart.


If not you… Oh God!…


who can I turn to, stranger here?


Still, in your black, busyless grave,


I love you more than anyone.





Midday




Gold rye slews in the wind


like a wide woolsheet;


dust lifts, thick-walling


the road away.


My heart aches with nameless pain,


past hurt…


Ah, if I could chance on a sudden friend


here, and we cry:


but I cry only with you,


blank fields…


and you are weeping-wet and sour


with it, my own land.





Country Road




A little track, thin, skew, runs


through Russia, on, on and border-blind,


through forests, rivers, grasslands, cornfields,


on, on, quick-skipping here and there:


there are not many Wonders herealong –


but its lumpy look is sweet and dear to me.


When morning holds the bloomy sky





it dew-shines in a mist;


airbreaths bring the sweet smell


of mown hay from sleepy clearings:


ssh, everything is asleep – in the morning hush


just a gold sea seen shortly in the rye,


and where a freshed eye looks


there is a fluttering stillness, and wide.


Ride to the hill – past it is a village


with a clear green church.


Higher, the Big House…


crack-canted roofs,


no gardens, creeks – in the stunty grove


lime and hazel overgrow apart,


and past it, by the pond, a sluice…


Bare picture! Dear picture!


Reapers tramp sickled to the fields,


birds sing, sing in the limes,


a hackhorse, its shabby hand,


cows cross, hooting.


It’s hot… day lifts, redder, redder, a little, a little.


Ride to the bigger road –


there a cartcreaking loadline, crackwillows,


and along the blazed way rattling


this news and that news from other lands…


and there, little Russian track, you whisper away.


A little track, thin, skew, runs


through Russia, on, on, border-blind –


at the wide road, a gate ahead,


behind, dust and milestones… look, on the right,


there, my path rolls again like a patterned ribbon,


fitful, wayward.





Songs




May outside… sowing started,


ploughman walks behind his plough…


I hear my home’s dear tunes


with black sadness.










Not a dull, soft mourning –


end of an endless ache –


I hear a something-else in my home’s dear tunes.







Bravely well the sad songs,


filled with a youngman’s strength:


years of pain, and pain


piled in them, huge.







And it seems, at the first yell,


they break their irons and hurl


to the holdless plains, the endless cornfields,


the inmost of giant forests.







Ah Russia! Downcast in want!


Unhappy land…


I do not believe that freedom’s song


is kept from those fields!





Summer Rose




So late, so mean – why have you


not flowered, oh Eastern girl,


sweet stranger, here?


The gold May nights


have shimmer-sped,


the gold spring days.







Look, here in sun-shadow


the nightingale stayed for someone,


singing, singing his loving-song:


singing so quiet, so sweet,


so deep without hope,


about betrayal!










You should have flowered then:


as if, by a miracle,


the song had bodied,


bloomed with sadness –


then how the wing-singer,


blushed in delight,


would have longed at you!





Yesterday at Windows…




Yesterday at windows we sat in silence…


the glittering stars, the nightingale’s ebb-song,


leaves whispering in,


this ease and fear… all this, all this


has long been the song of others, I know,


and long been our usual mind.







But I shook in a dreadful dream:


I was looking for something, something past,


eager and feared, begging for sleep and forget…


but the answer – bright, glared stars


and the far, loud pule


of the singer of passing Spring.





Girl Sadness




Got hot, can’t sleep…


the moon, redface-


full, lours in


the low window.


The fields are hush,


everyone in bed;


on the small wind


I smell hemp,


mist-in-a-sheet


on the darkened road…


tears or nightingales –


can’t sleep.










Got hot, can’t sleep…


sleep strained out of my eyes,


something starts


in the heart that is me,


like someone is crying,


moans, back somewhere…




Head-worries,


chest-stone,


overhot, want to


hug – who?


Don’t know.


Can’t understand.










Tomorrow is Sunday,


guests coming,


take me to the village,


the church –


in thick tanglewoods


a wedding will… will –


how many tears shed sour


in the night.


Sadness, sadness


stuck till day …


if they knew


what I …







That yesterday I got up,


went to the ploughed field,


saw a boy


from the next village –


want to know, to know –


ah, he didn’t dare,


not a word, not a word,


just looked…


and now


my soul cranes, and pain…


while my grey and promised man,


smiling, shakes hands…










When the first sun


lines through the mist


I will get up


and past the gate…


no, no, can’t tell,


how can I tell… father…


brother will shout and swear,


mother half-kill me…


Got hot, can’t sleep…


the moon, redfac-


efull, lours in


the low window.





Neighbour




Yes, I love you, my ample neighbour,


when, oozing iron goodwill,


and suavey step, you come to lunch


with an umble-putty smile.







I like you – sugar-voice,


your full, fat flourish and godly thoughts,


and the gentle, burbled, easeful flood


of your tootling talk:


sometimes your thoughts are calmly High,


sometimes fidgety, e.g.


when considering – milkily-acidly –


the misways of the old beadle,


and the younger generation…







And, listening long, I doze away


in your say-say sounds… and in a daydream


I seem to have sat in the big dray-cart:


under the stout horses’ steam


I dangle along Main Road.


I come to an empty lane –


no posts, no signs, no hills, no traffic –





no crackwillows,


no cart-caravan,


all smooth and dead: thick dust everywhere…


but the grey tracer and his fat buddy


run short-stepped and screwy down the boiling road


and I, half-dreaming still, rock peacefully.





Little Place




Ah, little place:


I knew you long ago.


The same far, faint songs,


the same songs meadow-echoed.







And the earth wide around,


all forest shades:


and soon, sickle-shaved,


the rippled fields will lie


in grainy stacks.







But like the riping field


your reapers do not flower:


their fathers’ long-borne lot –


terrible, animal,


grinding, slaves.







Your land does not shine


with the soul’s fruit:


but hot with tears,


bloodstreamed,


your fields are fed.







Ah, brothers, don’t despair –


get ready – nearly now –


the black time will end,


the irons, rotted through you,


will fall from your backs.










There will be a midday hush,


there will be a sun-time…


and on that sweet day


gather your fieldcorn happy and whole


and sing till morning!







Ah, then, then your turn will come,


all fellow-felt! Ah, then,


over the little place


goodness’ gathered gleam


will shine from the free-faced sky!





Goodbye to the Village




Goodbye, my own quiet place, where I,


unbothered and daydream-still, spent days of green study.


Thank you for your quietness, your smiling hush,


your soul-stir.







Ah, I look at the treefields, the far forest


for the last time, flurried and sad:


a different beckoning rushes me off,


other skies are waiting.


And if, one day, I come back to you,


beaten by life, fooled by dreams, the Prodigal Son,


what old friends will I find,


and what new?







And you… my own land: what will I find?


Will your people remember hard old days?


Will I, seeing my own sun set,


watch your gladful morning?






























B is for Boye







Karin Boye was born in Gothenburg in 1900. A troubled soul – about religion, lesbianism, and her sanity – she underwent psychoanalysis in Germany and Sweden. Though her work was considered ‘alive, natural and sure’, she killed herself with an overdose of pills after walking out into a country night.







The Fern Owl




Hushed, half-waked summer night


mulls in unheard dreams.


The tarns’ shone water


shows the sundown sky’s


wan, long space.


The stars whiten away.


Far, far off


the fern owl


jars alone its toneless, spriteless song of sleep.







Unbrave, she does not soar, not up,


but hangs lowly and low.


Featherdown duskwings


as if tied to the earth,


weighted with dust and soil.


Ah, whose two wings


cannot lift him


just drifts, drifts,


pulled beaten to mud, in its colours.







But the whitest white shining swans


that fly their royal roads


in morning’s bright air


have not, have never that longing


the fern owl has.


Ah, nothing knows such longing





for far away


as the fern owl


for the all-asking, all-shifting sky.





Tree




When my door is shut and my lamp is out


and I sit lapped in evening’s breath,


I feel around me, around me brush


branches, tree branches.







In my room, where I am only,


the tree spreads lint-soft shadow.


Lives quiet, grows well,


becoming what some Un-me plans.







Some force-Thing, some hidden Push


has laid its will in the treeroot store.


Sometimes scared, I uneasy ask:


And are we friends, and safe?







But it lives calm, grows on,


not my work, not my where.


Sweet and spellbound, to live so near


someonething unknown…





We Sleepy Children




One white sail slides at the louring shore,


like a tired trailing bird for its night nest,


and up there in the widening sky a glowed evening cloud


drifts blank, like the start of sleep…







And now we turn again, we sleepy children, back home and near,


and smooth thought from our faces, doing from our hands,


and leave them to wan like forgotten games, loose them for real things,


and bend blind-faithed to a strange mother’s knee.








My Skin is Full of Butterflies




My skin is full of butterflies, shudder-wings –


they flutter at fields and have their honey


and shudder home and die in sad little twitches,


and no pollen shifts at their light feet.


For them there is sun, hot, huge, older than old…







But under skin and blood, marrow-deep,


beat the heavy heavy pounded sea-eagles,


widewinged, that never loose their prey.







How for your jangle in the sea-summer storm?


How for your yell when the sun smelts yolky eyes?


The cave is shut! The cave is shut!


And between talons wring, white as cellar-sprouts,


my inmost powers to stay.





After-Dead




‘How does it feel when you get your wings mum when you’re dead?’


‘First your back warps – and goes wider and bigger.







Then it gets heavier and heavier. Like carrying a mountain.


Your ribs and spine and marrow judder and burst.







Then it goes straight, wham! and carries the lot. The lot.


And then you know that you’re dead and live new-set.’
















OEBPS/logo_online.jpg
(ARCANET





OEBPS/9781847777652_cover_epub.jpg
JOHN GALLAS 52 Euros










