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            PREFACE

         

         Umberto Saba is among the five major Italian poets of the twentieth century, but unlike his near contemporaries, Montale, Ungaretti, Quasimodo and Pavese, he is the least well known to a British readership. The reasons for this may have something to do with poetic fashion, assumptions about form, authorial personality or just difficulties of translation. Whatever the reasons, certainly there is no comparable selection of his work in English—one, that is, which seeks to reproduce the formal rhymes and rhythms of the original—and no other available on this side of the Atlantic.

         Poetic fashions have always to some extent side-lined poets who don’t fit into self-appointed, or retrospectively constructed, movements, and modernism, with its self-aggrandising sense of making it new, is one of the most excluding and long-lasting. Unlike Montale and Quasimodo, whose hermeticist, imagistic writing fits the notion of a difficult, rule-breaking art of the twentieth century, Saba’s poetry seems, at least at first glance, highly traditional, metrical, rhyming, as well as effortlessly comprehensible. His subject matter tends to be low-key, domestic, personal: recollections of childhood, addresses to his wife and young daughter, tributes to his beloved city, Trieste, recollections of past loves as well as lovingly observed animals. This is a poetry which carries no obvious message for our times, no philosophy of life or manifesto for poetry, but which returns again and again to the details of a life seemingly lived on the edge of the century’s momentous cultural and political changes. Yet to dismiss it for such small-scale attention is short-sighted. What Saba offers is the challenge of work so finely crafted, so singing in its many registers, that it becomes another welcome reminder that poetry is also an art of the commonplace, but the commonplace become new 12and uncommon by being put into verse.

         Any reader coming to these poems for the first time will be struck by their almost timeless qualities. Saba was born in the Jewish ghetto of Trieste, the son of a Jewish mother and Catholic-Jewish father. He was partly brought up by a Catholic Slavic foster-mother, he married a Jew, Lina, in the Trieste synagogue, and he himself wavered between a nostalgic faithfulness to his mother’s creed and flirtations with Catholicism to which he was also drawn, perhaps tactically after Mussolini’s race laws were passed in 1938. Yet, except indirectly in his poems about Trieste, none of this provides a major topic for his poetry. Instead, that poetry turns inwards, to reflect on comparatively homely incidents, memories, experiences. Light and Drifting Things (Cose Leggere e Vaganti) is the title of one of his collections, and it sums up his detached, observant, humanly sympathetic attitude to the world around him. Of these ‘things’, his own daughter is one. The many poems to her throughout his work are both tender and caustic, delighted and impatient. Like other ‘drifting things’ (‘Portrait of my Little Girl’), she wins him by being quite other, unpredictable and unknowable, like ‘clouds / that form and unform’ (‘nubi / che si fanno e disfanno’) in the sky. It is rare for a man at this time to write so attentively and unsentimentally of his own child, and it points to the essentially domestic wellsprings of Saba’s inspiration. Animals, similarly, are treated with respect for their strangeness, as well as kinship with human beings. The goat’s lament in ‘La Capra’ (‘The Nanny Goat’) speaks for everyone, as well as for the beast’s own tethered plight. ‘A Mia Moglie’ (‘To My Wife’) might seem insulting in its comparisons of Lina to a hen, a heifer, a bitch, a rabbit, a swallow and an ant, only if we refuse to relinquish the hierarchy of human and animal which the whole poem refutes. For Lina, it repeats, is one of all ‘the serene animals / close to God’s presence’ (‘i sereni animali / che avvicinano a Dio’). These are 13part of the wonder of a universe without selective redemption, and therefore without boundaries between living creatures, whether human or animal, Slav, Italian or Jew. Saba slips with ease between a religious and agnostic world view, as if his own divided upbringing gave him an imaginative freedom to range far and wide, in sympathy with all.

         While a certain introverted sadness predominates in these poems, the best and most memorable of them are lightly detached, observant verses about others, whether the boys he remembers and loves, or just strangers noticed in passing: ‘Goal’, for example, from Five Poems for the Game of Football, which catches the ecstatic uproar of the game while feeling for the goalie on the losing side, fallen to the ground, his eyes full of tears; or the anecdotal strangeness of ‘Fruit & Veg’ (‘Frutta Erbaggi’, with its boy who, in a moment of darkening, legs it lightly away ‘with his shadow’ (‘con l’ombra sua’), as if that shadow were an ominous follower; or the grief of the child in ‘Winter Noon’ (‘Mezzogiorno d’Inverno’), whose balloon has slipped from his hand and whose ‘pain, his terrible pain’ (‘suo dolore, / il suo grande dolore’) seems universal; or ‘The Errand-boy with the Wheelbarrow’ (‘Il Garzone con la Carriola’), who careers through the crowds singing like any poet. These casual encounters, often with children or street boys, result in some of Saba’s most poignantly felt, local yet suggestively metaphysical poems.

         It is less his subject matter, however, than his acute sense of form which distinguishes Saba from his contemporaries. Taking his cue and general title from Petrarch, Il Canzoniere, his favourite model seems to be the sonnet, and he returns to it throughout his life. But this should not detract from his immense formal versatility. He employs many different stanza forms, from rhyming couplets to free verse: from the casually rhyming, short-metred lines of ‘To My Wife’ to the inventive, shifting patterns of Prelude and Fugues, where two or three 14voices answer and echo each other; from the conversational, non-rhyming register of ‘Winter Noon’ to the intricate, shifting rhymes of longer poems like ‘Man’ (‘L’Uomo’). Rhyme, of course, has an altogether different ring and naturalness in Italian. In English, with its monosyllabic, consonant-heavy words, rhyme draws attention to itself and tends to be emphatically finite, end-stopping. In Italian, with its polysyllabic words and open vowel endings, rhyme, especially feminine rhyme, happens everywhere and is part of the natural flow of the language. Saba himself admits his fondness for even the most obvious rhyme in a late poem, ‘Amai’ (‘I Loved’): ‘M’incantò la rima fiore / amore,/ la piú antica e difficile del mondo’ (‘I was bewitched by the rhyme fiore/ amore/ the most ancient and difficult on earth’). Interestingly, it is not only the commonplace simplicity of this rhyme which enchants him, but the difficulty of it. Unlike his fellow modernists he locates difficulty, not in staccato constructions or esoteric images, but in the easy familiarity of a rhyme with a long history, going back to the Latin, flor / amor. This is precisely the difficulty which faces the reader of his work—not newness per se, but new ways of hearing the long familiar.

         The challenge for the translator, then, is how to reproduce these different formal traits: exact rhyme, metre, inversion, stanza shape, while also rendering the sense accurately. Of these, it is the prolific rhyming of the Italian which must be forfeit, though here it is often recalled in echoing half-rhymes, eye-rhymes, or internal rhymes. But there is another difficulty. While the Italian poet can exploit the easy cantabile of rhyme through endless inversions, and still sound natural, English remains doggedly consecutive in its sentence structure. Inevitably, then, some of the rhetorical twists of the original are lost. Here is an example from Saba’s much anthologised poem, ‘To My Wife’. In the final stanza he uses the delaying tactic of a simile which keeps its meaning, like a small secret, 15till the final rhyme:

         
            
                        Di lei, quando

               escono alla campagna,

               parla al bimbo la nonna

               che l’accompagna.

            

         

         Worsnip’s translation retains something of that extended inversion in:

         
            
                         The grandmother,

               with the child when

               they walk in the country,

               speaks to him of her.

            

         

         Saba’s construction, beginning ‘Di lei, quando’ (Of her, when’), is reminiscent of the traditional opening of the epic: Milton’s ‘Of man’s first disobedience’, where the verb is kept in suspense almost till the end of the sentence. Here the poet is perhaps making a little joke against epic grandiosity in his own small-scale comparison, in this stanza, of his wife to an ant. He thus also works towards the near rime riche of ‘campagna’/ ‘accompagna’, which sounds natural enough in Italian, but which the English, with its more distant half-rhyme of ‘grandmother’ / ‘of her’, inevitably mutes.

         So at stake in any translation is the intrinsic expressiveness of the different languages. English is a language of puns and therefore wit, its many double meanings allowing for a depth of sense which can play with the options. Italian, by comparison, lacks that doubleness and tends to stress, instead, the musical sonorities of words and the melodic line of the poem. Occasionally, however, even in Saba’s apparently straightforward verses, there is a double meaning which must defeat the translator. For example, in ‘La Gatta’ (‘The Cat’), the 16poet compares a wild cat to a young girl, possibly his daughter, and ends with the two forcefully rhyming lines: ‘Ė pazza. / Ė come te ragazza’. This is translated as: ‘She’s mad. /She is a girl like you’. But the Italian also allows for the other sense of ‘She’s mad, just like you girl’, which puts the emphasis a little differently: on being mad rather than being a girl. Another poem, ‘Un Ricordo’ (‘A Memory’), is even more difficult, as the double meaning is ancient. ‘Era la Pasqua; I riti lunghi e strani / dei vecchi’, Saba writes, remembering having to sit through dull religious rites in his youth. The lines are translated as ‘It was Easter; the long, strange customs / of the old folks’. But ‘Pasqua’ in Italian means Passover as well as Easter. In fact, etymologically the first is the more ancient sense, since the word ‘Pasqua’ derives from the Greek, which itself derives from the original Jewish word for Passover. In the poem, the two meanings remain in contention, as they were in the poet’s own life, with its mixed Jewish and Christian heritage and his shifting allegiances to both. Interestingly, in his choice of a name, Saba rejected both the Italian ‘Poli’ of his father and the Jewish ‘Coen’ of his mother, choosing the Italian-sounding ‘Saba’, which nonetheless also carries Jewish connotations of an old man or grandfather (see Worsnip’s ‘Afterword’). If ‘Pasqua’ is one of those rare examples of the Italian carrying a double meaning, it is a doubleness that lies deep in the experiences and cultural heritage of this poet.

         The extent to which poetry discloses more than it knows, or sometimes, knows more than its poet might admit, is suggested by one of Saba’s most famous poems, ‘La Capra’ (‘The Nanny Goat’). This goat perhaps features in a later work, which recalls the happy years of childhood when he lived with his beloved foster-mother, far away from the resentful, grieving atmosphere of his own mother’s home. In the ‘Sonetto di Paradiso’ (‘Paradise Sonnet’), he dreams of that small house by a hill, and in particular of the creature with whom he feels 17a special affinity: ‘una dolce capretta, / che mi sta presso, e mi sogguarda in atto / placido umano’ (‘a goat that glances / up at me, nearby, small and sweet – an act / of calm humanity’. Here the goat is a comforting but knowing presence, whose bond with the boy is shared by other animals in his poetry. But if this sonnet seems, on the surface, untouched by trouble, the earlier ‘La Capra’ hints at what might lie behind this remembered childhood paradise. For there, the nanny goat’s bleat is a lament, telling how sorrow is world-wide and unchanging. It ends with the typically universalising lines:

         
            
               In una capra dal viso semita

               sentiva querelarsi ogni altro male,

               ogni altra vita.

            

         

         The English translation keeps something of that first inversion, while substituting its own typically lighter rhyme:

         
            
               And I heard lamenting

               in a goat with a Semitic face

               every other wrong, every other living thing.

            

         

         Though Saba later claimed he was only thinking of the goat’s facial features in the word ‘Semitic’, it is impossible to escape the memory, here, of the scapegoat of Leviticus, which in Jewish tradition carries the sins of the people into the desert. The word inevitably draws into its orbit that other, biblical goat which bears ‘every other wrong’ on its back, and carries them—as a poem does, perhaps—away from both the wrong-doers and the wronged. On the more personal level, this ‘Semitic’ goat also hints that, although not mentioned, the dreamer is haunted by the melancholy reproaches of his mother, abandoned by her husband at the birth of her son. ‘La Capra’ is a reminder, then, not only that the apparent 18simplicity of these verses may be deceptive, but also that what a poet intends, and what a poem carries in its packed heritage of language, may not be quite the same thing. In Saba’s personal life, and in the political times in which he lived, the word ‘Semitic’ can hardly remain, as he insisted, an innocently descriptive term.

         Translation, then, remains both a necessary and ultimately impossible work. Languages will not go into each other like simple equations, but find points of resistance everywhere. And although Saba is a poet whose meaning would seem to transfer easily, giving the reader no great difficulties of comprehension, it is in his formal adeptness: his rhymes, extended inversions, complex stanza forms and musical rhythms, that his voice is hard to capture. Yet these are also what make his voice unique among his more obviously modernist contemporaries. It may be that, like other poetic outsiders—Stevie Smith, for instance, or Pirandello—he thus helps redefine the very nature of the modern. At any rate, this selection offers a rich and welcome addition to the growing shelf of twentieth-century Italian poets in translation.

         
             

         

         Angela Leighton
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               WARNING

            

            
               
                  Pretty pink cloud what

                  are you doing in the clear sky,

                  lit up and desired by

                  the dawning of the day?

               

               
                  You change your shapes and as

                  you sail you lose that fire;

                  you break and disappear,

                  warning me in this way:

               

               
                  You too, bold young man,

                  whose hours so gladly chime,

                  for whom love and sweet dreams

                  conceal the tomb,

               

               
                  you will fade, closing

                  one day your eyes of blue;

                  you’ll see no more round you

                  your friends and skies of home.
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               MY NURSE’S HOUSE

            

            
               
                  The house where my wet-nurse used to stay

                  stands silently facing the ancient Chapel,

                  looking down in a pensive way

                  from a hill where young goats like to gambol.

               

               
                  Through the sunlit window there you may

                  discover my birth city, swarming with people;

                  there’s a delightful view too of the bay

                  and the fields rewarding farmhands’ toil.

               

               
                  Here in my earliest years – I recall –

                  among the old cemetery’s crosses,

                  I played innocently at nightfall.

               

               
                  I lifted up to God my serene soul;

                  and from the house a sound of well-loved voices

                  reached me, and supper’s smell.
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               FROM A HILL

            

            
               
                  It was October; the evening hour

                  filled the heart with sweetness and with peace.

                  Following an ox and a farmer,

                  I climbed, alone, the path up the hill face.

               

               
                  Reaching the summit, I saw in a trice

                  Trieste’s churches and waterfront down there;

                  and on the opposite slope, in a coppice,

                  the much-loved house, like a red flower.

               

               
                  The summons of the bells came to me now.

                  And as the sun, sinking to the skyline,

                  turned the houses’ windows into flame,

               

               
                  I leaned in bliss on the trunk of a pine,

                  tore off with a sigh a low-slung bough,

                  and made the winds a gift of a sweet name.
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               GLAUCO

            

            
               
                  Glauco, a boy with a shock of fair hair,

                  a smart sailor suit and an untroubled eye,

                  said to me, in the vernacular

                  of his birthplace, cheerfully:

               

               
                  Umberto, why do you waste your life away

                  without one pleasure, and seem to hide pain or

                  some mystery in everything you say?

                  Why don’t you come with me to the seashore? –

               

               
                  it’s inviting us to its blue waves.

                  What’s the unspoken thought that you conceal,

                  stealing you from us so suddenly?

               

               
                  You’ve no idea how sweet are the lives

                  of the friends you avoid, and how time flees

                  away from me, happy and fanciful.
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               EVENING

            

            
               
                  Now that the moon’s solitary sickle

                  glows white in the sky above the plain,

                  and the flocks, after scattering to graze,

                  come down one by one off the mountain;

               

               
                  so good, so godly does the Earth appear

                  in this devout hour of the Ave Maria,

                  that a sweet illusion

                  holds my spirit and senses in its power.

                  Forgetting my life in a profound

                  myth that captivates me, I feel

                  I’m living at a time when, at the dawn

                  of peoples there were few men in the world;

                  that the austere

                  tranquillity of the old patriarch

                  descends over my heart

                  with evening’s rays.

                  Sitting at his pious home’s

                  doorway he looked upon the rising star,

                  the fat cattle, the fleecy lambs,

                  the countryside laden with fruit and flowers.

                  Now I feel that superhuman love,

                  that ecstatic calm,

                  and I too rest my head upon my palm,

                  almost await the messengers of the Lord.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
      26
    

         
            
               TO MAMMA

            

            
               
                  Mamma, today there is a tedium,

                  a subtle melancholy, which is creeping

                  from things into every life, humbling the dreams

                  of the man whose heart contains

                  his world. Mamma, will he return today

                  to your love, he who once held it so cheap?

                  And who’s alone with his lonely pain?

               

               
                  And it’s a holiday today. The street

                  is dark with people, though the skies

                  are overcast, and a harsh wind tears

                  the young flower from its stem,

                  and swells to waves the river’s yellow waters.

                  The townsfolk stroll beside the turbid stream,

                  in the purplish shadows of the bridges.

                  The snow still lies

                  on the blue mountains; and my heart,

                  Mamma, is eaten by the wandering flame

                  of melancholy on these holidays.

               

               
                  And you too, Mamma, look to see

                  the Sunday stroll from the open

                  window, in your house devoid of me,

                  devoid of every benefit for you.

                  You watch the women, Mamma, and the workmen

                  (that benefit you don’t forget), those who,

                  shedding today their everyday outfits,

                  however practical and smart, compete

                  in holiday ones, so new-looking and false.

                  But you, Mamma, do not know they’re false.

                  You do not see the light I see.27

               

               
                  Another faith guides you I don’t believe in

                  now, which I believed in my boyhood,

                  Mamma, in my distant boyhood.

                  You look at boys with strong bare knees,

                  in whose astonished eyes are new desires,

                  which were born suddenly

                  in the hearts of most of them in sweaty games.

                  They come in swarms, shouting, and the tall one

                  makes gestures half-child and half-man.

                  A young woman goes by; look, they’ve thrust

                  their elbows into hers.
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