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Introduction





Who had the best poets in the twentieth century? For their size of population, the Irish and the Poles, absolutely, without hesitation. And under open rules? Well, then it’s more like the usual suspects, the Americans and the Russians, the Spanish (particularly if you throw in Latin America) – and (beefed up by the Austrians and the Swiss, and a few Czechs and Balts and Romanians) the Germans. I don’t think I’m being biased here, except inasmuch as I am able to read the stuff at all. If you’re a monoglot in English, you have to struggle mightily to make your Mercator look any better adjusted or more adequately representative than the famous New Yorker map of the States. (‘Do you mean foreign poetry?’ exclaims a coiled, repugnant Larkin, asked if he read poetry in translation. As if English poetry in (English!) translation might be acceptable.) To answer the question fairly and properly, you’d have to be a thoroughgoing polyglot; and I’m only a bi-glot. But here’s my case anyway.


Rilke, first – whatever else one thinks of him – is at least as good a poet as there has ever been, in point of skill, originality and expression. Brecht, it can be argued, took poetry into the twentieth century. He is even, perhaps, its single most crucial figure; certainly, he would be my choice. That notion was first suggested to me by Daniel Weissbort’s brilliant collection of the poetry of World War II, Holocaust, Diaspora, and totalitarian division of Europe, The Poetry of Survival, which begins with Brecht. Where now, I’ve come to think, without Brecht, would there have been poetry as a living counter-force in socio-political reality, where else would the poetry of dissent and fear and protest and rebuke and pleasure have ever begun? Unlike, say, T. S. Eliot or Paul Valery or Garcia Lorca, the idea of Brecht is heartening and inspiring even if you have never read him. He represents utility, and private opposition; ‘seid Sand, nicht das Öl im Getriebe der Welt’, ‘be sand, not oil, in the machinery of the world’, as Günter Eich famously and Brecht-ishly said. And if you have read him, I’m sure that with the ur-cool of his ‘my brother Shelley’ schtick, and his great ‘Motto’ (‘In the dark times/Will there also be singing?/Yes, there will also be singing/About the dark times.’), his example has made poetry more possible anywhere in the world. If I were a poet in Asia or Africa or Latin America, he is the one ‘old world’ poet I would go to. He synthesized, improbably, Kipling, Rimbaud, Waley, the Bible and later Horace to make something utterly and radically new. The prevailing British view of him as an arid theorist of drama (you keep the houselights on, there’s no proper acting, and someone writes things down on a blackboard), and the author of a few baffling but conniving plays, excruciatingly boring but now happily debunked, is as bad and thoroughgoing a misrepresentation as any ever perpetrated.


Gottfried Benn, his great counter-pole, and for thirty or forty years the other great German poet (they both died in the summer of 1956, Brecht in East Berlin, Benn in West Berlin), is one of the consummate poets of the century: the poet of private griefs and musics, of monologue, of fascination. What all the mid-century American poets – Lowell, Bishop, Jarrell, Berryman, Roethke, Snodgrass – half-officially set themselves to be, ‘heartbreaking,’ Benn simply is. There is no one harder, and no one softer. Both Brecht and Benn, incidentally, are depleted in translation. Rilke at times puts up quite a plausible showing – I have sometimes referred to him, derisively, as an American poet (but that’s mainly a comment on his adoptedness there) – but the subtlety and elegance of Brecht, and the extraordinary, inspissated jargon-glooms of middle-period Benn are barely possible. There’s a near-thirty-year gap between ‘Express Train’ and ‘Chopin’ in the present selection, in which Benn wrote things I would certainly have liked to represent, but they are short-lined tightly rhyming octaves of techno-collages. I simply would have had no idea what to do with a line like ‘Banane, yes, Banane’, which seems to me great and zany poetry, in equal parts hilarious and gravely majestic. Anyway, there’s the basis of a century there. Add on the unaccountable and grievous Celan and Sachs and Bachmann and Inge Müller. Add on Hans Magnus Enzensberger, a contemporary and an observer and a participant like Auden or MacNiece, and also a Renaissance of one. Add on Expressionism – a universal literary movement in one country – add on the strange, state-sponsored, but then, at its best, state-biting poetry of East Germany for the best part of fifty years, and you get something not so much imposing as unexpectedly irresistible.


The next thing about German twentieth-century poetry is how closely it is bound up with Germany’s villainous history. Benn – who also wrote formidable and hauntingly beautiful prose – speaks of the generation that tramped to war with Rilke’s ‘Wer spricht von Sieg? Überstehn ist alles.’ – ‘Who speaks of victory? Surviving is all.’ – on their lips. Quite a few of the poets died in the war, or were left permanently affected (Stadler; Trakl; van Hoddis); Benn himself, a medical doctor, was at HQ in Brussels during the First World War, and was with the Army again in the Second (he was compiling statistics on suicide), describing it as ‘the aristocratic form of emigration’. The end of World War II is marked by Ernst Jandl’s poem – one of the best and most widely known ‘concrete poems’ there are. Celan and Nelly Sachs wrote obliquely and more straightforwardly about the death camps; Bobrowski was first inspired to write by the Russian landscape he saw as a prisoner-of-war; Eich wrote about being a prisoner of the Americans. Theodor Adorno’s – again – vastly well-known remark about poetry being impossible after Auschwitz drew an oblique reply from Brecht, which drew a more direct one from Celan, and – a little like poetry in Poland (Herbert and Rozewicz) – a bitter and cleansed and haunted poetry sprang up again in Germany in the post-War years, with the ‘Gruppe ’47’ and others. (Those football players of the ‘Gruppe ’47’, as Celan, the unco-optable individualist, witheringly said; but I have to say, mostly they meant well, and did good.)


The false prospectus of ‘really existent Socialism’ was increasingly criticized in the East (there was an uprising in ’54, anticipating that in Hungary in ’56, which had to be brutally put down); Brecht, who had sworn never to do anything to harm the cause of Communism, didn’t publish or otherwise circulate poems like ‘Changing the Wheel’ or ‘The Solution’, but he was at least moved to write them. Meanwhile, the horrid materialism of the ‘Economic Miracle’ and the ‘fake Fifties’ (Grass’s phrase) was attacked in the West, by Enzensberger and others. In the Sixties, the Federal Republic (West Germany) came increasingly under American influence, Pop culture; Rolf Dieter Brinkmann translated Frank O’Hara and got himself run over in Soho, on Old Compton Street. The more left-wing writers – Germany’s soixante-huitards – decided that poetry and literature in general were hopelessly bourgeois, and gave them up; after a time, most of them came back. In the East, there was almost a new natural career progression as writers began, wrote critically of the state, and found themselves shunted off to the West (Wolf Biermann’s was the most celebrated case, in November 1976, but this relatively discreet and unpleasantly effective practice continued for at least a decade). As in Brecht’s time, a word or phrase could still have immense carry: I think of two titles: Uwe Kolbe’s ‘Hineingeboren’ (‘Born into it’ – i.e., East Germany), and Durs Grünbein’s ‘Grauzone Morgens’ (‘Mornings in the Grayzone’ – i.e., once again, East Germany). As the century ended, a reunified country was looking at itself and its neighbours in new ways (Grass; Grünbein; Göritz).


The other thing that maybe separates German poets from those of other countries is how many of them do other things. There were painters like Klee, Schwitters, Arp, and Grosz. Christoph Meckel and Günter Grass are very accomplished graphic artists. Brecht and Heiner Müller and now Durs Grünbein are all playwrights. Benn was a doctor, and Trakl a pharmacist. Grass, evidently, is far better known as a novelist; but Werfel also had a huge bestseller with The Song of Bernadette, while Rilke, Brecht, Bobrowski, Bachmann, Born, Braun, Krüger and Beyer have all written novels; Günter Eich was an admired writer of radio plays; Celan translated poetry from Russian, French, English, and other languages; Bartsch and Müller adapted Shakespeare; Enzensberger and Sartorius, each in their generation, compiled anthologies of world poetry, Krüger is the most important German publisher. Benn and Enzensberger and Grünbein are all prolific essayists. I enumerate this, in such detail, to demonstrate how much the poets here are ‘in the world’; ‘pure poets’ and ivory tower-ites are elsewhere.


Possibly related to this is a streak of rebelliousness in many of the poems against what one might think of as a German temperament. It is the reverence to America of George Grosz (who once, as a child, copied out a Fenimore Cooper novel by hand), or to Poland of Johannes Bobrowski’s ‘Report’; it is the startling low comedy of Rilke’s tailor-king (in a spectacular translation by Don Paterson) and Enzensberger’s beautiful praise (‘precise/ and peculiarly cheerful’ – the antithesis of anything typisch deutsch) for William Carlos Williams; it is Günter Grass’s worry about the standard-issue copy of Hölderlin in the soldier’s knapsack, and Rainer Kunze’s about the tyrannical imposition of a more than literal ‘Beethoven’; it is the persistent concreteness of Brecht (‘truth is always concrete’ was one of his great sayings, which he kept appropriately pinned to the wall), and the moving simplicity of Celan’s very late – and impossible – do-it to himself, that he ‘learn to live’. It is the undiminished truculence of Heiner Müller and Volker Braun – even after the ‘Wende’ and the re-absorption of the East. It is Eich’s ‘I have always loved nettles,/ and only now learned/ of their usefulness’ and part of Pastior’s wonderful portmanteau, ‘riennevapluperfect’. It is the scepticism of Brecht’s ‘Und nach uns wird kommen: nichts nennenswertes’, in ‘Of Poor B. B.’: ‘And after us there will come: nothing worth talking about’ in Michael Hamburger’s translation – a line, incidentally, which is echoed at the end of Enzensberger’s ‘Fetish’ (‘und nicht weiter/ nennenswert’ in the original) and more explicitly cited in Volker Braun’s ‘O Chicago! O Dialectic!’ That sort of moody or whimsical or sophisticated rejection is of course explicitly against the whole tenor of Rilke’s Ninth Duino Elegy, in which he makes poets responsible for naming and telling.


In a wider way, it is an inevitable – but also a deliberately fostered – aspect of the selection that many of the poems here appeal to, or celebrate, or attempt to take forward the example of other poets, both within and beyond Germany, within and beyond the limits of this book. Hence Lasker-Schüler’s portrait of Grosz (a former lover), Benn’s Shakespeare, Bobrowski’s Trakl, Kunert’s Koeppen, Heiner Müller’s Brecht, Kunze’s Bobrowski, Bartsch’s Enzensberger (with its allusions to the latter’s great, and unfortunately not very excerptible, long poem, The Sinking of the Titanic), Sartorius’s Cavafy, Krüger’s Ernst Meister, even, in its utterly elliptical way, Grünbein’s Vallejo.


This book aims to be at once readable, objective and unfair. There are inevitable omissions and distortions – on the whole, I don’t want to apologize for them. I didn’t want to leave out great poets (Rilke, Brecht) just because one can find them elsewhere, or great poems either (‘Orpheus. Eurydice. Hermes’, which Joseph Brodsky nominated as possibly the greatest poem of the century; ‘Poor B. B.’ and ‘To Those Born Later’; ‘Morgue’; ‘Inventory’; ‘Deathfugue’ – in John Felstiner’s challenging retro-translation). I tried to take seriously the anthology-as-island. Therefore, one way or another, the poems here are meant to travel: they are great in the original, or good in English, or there is nothing like them in either language, or in many cases perhaps all three. When I first read through what I had assembled, it seemed to me that it was both true to itself and not unassimilable to an English readership. Historically, I don’t think twentieth-century German poetry has had much effect on English and American poetry, except, in a shallow and mistaken way, Celan and Rilke. But there is much that might. Jakob Van Hoddis has a slapstick feel – like a Feininger drawing – on top of Expressionism’s end-of-the-world aura. Robert Lowell’s Werfel translation sounds altogether more like his own poetry of fifteen years later (and indeed contains a phrase that appeared in Life Studies). Hans Magnus Enzensberger’s ‘At Thirty-Three’ and ‘The Holiday’ both come out of a 1979 book called Die Furie des Verschwindens, which, had it been in English, would surely have made even greater waves. I can imagine the delight of Charles Simic (whom Enzensberger has translated into German) at the asperities of Günter Eich, or the drastic economy of Inge Müller. Benn’s poems from the 1940s read like fifty years later. Many of the works here are both international and English – and that at a time when too few English poems are international.


I would like to thank Bill Donahue, Barbara Honrath, Hauke Hückstädt, Ludwig Krapf and Eliot Weinberger, for their respective empfindlich bits of help. ‘Like being handed a lantern, or a spiked stick,’ as the poet said, or rather, the poets said. Also to the example of my friends, Stephen Romer and Jamie McKendrick. Once upon a time, we all set off together at the same time. I stand in their slipstream.




   





Michael Hofmann


Feldafing, September 2004
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1869–1945





















George Grosz 









Sometimes coloured tears play


In his ashen eyes. 







He is forever encountering funeral processions


Which scatter his dragonflies. 







He is superstitious –


Born under a bad star – 







His writing rains,


His drawings: gloomy alphabets. 







His people are bloated,


As though they’d long lain in rivers, 







Mysterious missing persons with fish-mouths


And mouldering souls. 







His silver fingers


Are five dreamy undertakers. 







Nowhere is there a light in his lost Märchen,


But he remains a boy at heart, 







A Fenimore Cooper hero;


On first-name terms with a tribe of Indians. 







Apart from them, he hates everyone,


They bring him bad luck. 







But George Grosz loves his fate


Like a trusty enemy.










And his sadness is Dionysian,


Black champagne his plaints. 







No one knows where he came from;


I know where he ends up. 







He is a sea with a dim moon above it,


His god is only playing dead.





     Michael Hofmann 
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1875–1926





















Autumn Day









Lord, it is time. The summer was too long.


Lay now thy shadow over the sundials,


and on the meadows let the winds blow strong.







Bid the last fruit to ripen on the vine;


allow them still two friendly southern days


to bring them to perfection and to force


the final sweetness in the heavy wine.







Who has no house now will not build him one.


Who is alone now will be long alone,


will waken, read, and write long letters


and through the barren pathways up and down


restlessly wander when dead leaves are blown.





     C. F. MacIntyre 
























The Spanish Dancer









The audience in the cup of her hand,


she is a struck match: sparks,


darting tongues, and then the white flare


of phosphorus and the dance ignites


a charm of fire, uncoiling, spreading fast.







And suddenly she is all flame. 







She is brazen: glancing round and shamelessly


setting her hair alight, turning her dress


to a seething inferno, from which she stretches


long white arms, and castanets, like rattlesnakes


woken, startled to their ratcheting and clack. 







And just as quick, as if constricted


by the sheath of fire, she gathers it up


and casts it off in one high gesture,


and looks down: it lies there raging on the ground,


shed flame stubbornly alive.


Radiant, chin tilted in salute, she dispatches it


with a steely fusillade of feet:


stamps it, pounds it, stamps it out.





     Robin Robertson 
























Blue Hydrangea









Like the green that cakes in a pot of paint,


these leaves are dry, dull and rough


behind this billow of blooms whose blue


is not their own but reflected from far away


in a mirror dimmed by tears and vague,


as if it wished them to disappear again


the way, in old blue writing paper,


yellow shows, then violet and gray; 







a washed-out color as in children’s clothes


which, no longer worn, no more can happen to:


how much it makes you feel a small life’s brevity.


But suddenly the blue shines quite renewed


within one cluster, and we can see


a touching blue rejoice before the green. 





     William Gass 



























Before Summer Rain









Suddenly, from all the green around you,


something – you don’t know what – has disappeared;


you feel it creeping closer to the window,


in total silence. From the nearby wood 







you hear the urgent whistling of a plover,


reminding you of someone’s Saint Jerome:


so much solitude and passion come


from that one voice, whose fierce request the downpour







will grant. The walls, with their ancient portraits, glide


away from us, cautiously, as though


they weren’t supposed to hear what we are saying. 







And reflected on the faded tapestries now:


the chill, uncertain sunlight of those long


childhood hours when you were so afraid.





     Stephen Mitchell 
























Orpheus. Eurydice. Hermes









That was the so unfathomed mine of souls.


And they, like silent veins of silver ore,


were winding through its darkness. Between roots


welled up the blood that flows on to mankind,


like blocks of heavy porphyry in the darkness.


Else there was nothing red. 







But there were rocks


and ghostly forests. Bridges over voidness


and that immense, grey, unreflecting pool


that hung above its so far distant bed


like a grey rainy sky above a landscape.


And between meadows, soft and full of patience,


appeared the pale strip of the single pathway,


like a long line of linen laid to bleach.







And on this single pathway they approached. 







In front the slender man in the blue mantle,


gazing in dumb impatience straight before him.


His steps devoured the way in mighty chunks


they did not pause to chew; his hands were hanging,


heavy and clenched, out of the falling folds,


no longer conscious of the lightsome lyre,


the lyre which had grown into his left


like twines of rose into a branch of olive.


It seemed as though his senses were divided:


for, while his sight ran like a dog before him,


turned round, came back, and stood, time and again,


distant and waiting, at the path’s next turn,


his hearing lagged behind him like a smell.


It seemed to him at times as though it stretched


back to the progress of those other two


who should be following up this whole ascent.


Then once more there was nothing else behind him


but his climb’s echo and his mantle’s wind.


He, though, assured himself they still were coming;


said it aloud and heard it die away.


They still were coming, only they were two


that trod with fearful lightness. If he durst


but once look back (if only looking back


were not undoing of this whole enterprise


still to be done), he could not fail to see them,


the two light-footers, following him in silence: 










The god of faring and of distant message,


the travelling-hood over his shining eyes,


the slender wand held out before his body,


the wings around his ankles lightly beating,


and in his left hand, as entrusted, her. 







She, so belov’d, that from a single lyre


more mourning rose than from all women-mourners, –


that a whole world of mourning rose, wherein


all things were once more present: wood and vale


and road and hamlet, field and stream and beast, –


and that around this world of mourning turned,


even as around the other earth, a sun


and a whole silent heaven full of stars,


a heaven of mourning with disfigured stars: –


she, so beloved. 







But hand in hand now with that god she walked,


her paces circumscribed by lengthy shroudings,


uncertain, gentle, and without impatience.


Wrapt in herself, like one whose time is near,


she thought not of the man who went before them,


nor of the road ascending into life.


Wrapt in herself she wandered. And her deadness


was filling her like fullness.


Full as a fruit with sweetness and with darkness


was she with her great death, which was so new


that for the time she could take nothing in. 







She had attained a new virginity


and was intangible; her sex had closed


like a young flower at the approach of evening,


and her pale hands had grown so disaccustomed


to being a wife, that even the slim god’s


endlessly gentle contact as he led her


disturbed her like a too great intimacy. 




Even now she was no longer that blonde woman


who’d sometimes echoed in the poet’s poems,


no longer the broad couch’s scent and island,


nor yonder man’s possession any longer. 







She was already loosened like long hair,


and given far and wide like fallen rain,


and dealt out like a manifold supply. 







She was already root.


And when, abruptly,


the god had halted her and, with an anguished


outcry, outspoke the words: He has turned round! –


she took in nothing, and said softly: Who? 







But in the distance, dark in the bright exit,


someone or other stood, whose countenance


was indistinguishable. Stood and saw


how, on a strip of pathway between meadows,


with sorrow in his look, the god of message


turned silently to go behind the figure


already going back by that same pathway,


its paces circumscribed by lengthy shroudings,


uncertain, gentle, and without impatience.





     J. B. Leishman 
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