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            Introduction

            Merle L. Bachman

         

         
1   A Man in Motion

         While still a young man, the poet Arthur (A.C.) Jacobs wrote:

         
            I could conceive of my life as no more than sequences of journeys, or perhaps journey within journey (archive).

         

         Arthur Jacobs began his journeys in Glasgow, Scotland, where he was born in 1937 into an Orthodox Jewish family. His grandparents had done their own travelling, emigrating towards America from Lithuania, and finding themselves content to stay in Scotland. Arthur’s family moved to London, however, when he was a young teenager – one who was already beginning to regard himself as a writer. Growing to adulthood in England, yet holding fast to a Scottish identity, added another layer to the precocious poet’s sense of himself, as did his own travel to Israel, where he lived for three formative years in the early 1960s. When Arthur left for Israel, he had already forsaken the religious practices of Jewish orthodoxy, but he remained enmeshed all his life with Jewishness – its languages, history, and intellectual culture. The gift of his time in Israel was, ironically, that it sharpened his commitment to being a diaspora Jew with ‘access to three or four cultures’* – one who came to know modern Hebrew well enough that he could make a partial living from translating the work of Israeli writers.

         After Israel, barely 30 years of age, he gave himself a middle name – ‘Chaim,’ the Hebrew word for life – and began to sign his poem drafts, ‘A.C. Jacobs.’

         Journey within journey. I wanted to go to Edinburgh. The puzzle of Scotland moves me more than any other like it… Greyness and lost vigour. Very well, I am a romantic. A two thousand year old nostalgia seeps its melancholy through my veins… (archive). From Israel to London to Edinburgh, to the Scottish Borders, to London, and back again – his movement continued, interspersed with travels to Italy and especially Spain, the country that kindled in him new excitements, new perspectives on Jewish history. Jacobs’ choice in life as well as in writing was to remain at the borders, ever an insider/outsider, to reject ‘settling’ or settling down. While his restlessness might have cost him the sustained focus necessary to extend his body of work, it also fed the internal tensions expressed in his most powerful poems. His poetic persona is one that embraces the facts of his own marginality, as a Jew in Scotland, a Scot in England, an ‘Anglo-Saxon’ in Israel, and a diaspora Jew everywhere. 

         It was in Madrid, in 1994, at the seeming cusp of a new phase, that Jacobs’ journeys came to an end. He died suddenly, shortly before his 57th birthday.

         Poetry, of course, has the capacity to live on. Over time, Jacobs had garnered poet colleagues, supporters and friends, starting when he’d been a young participant in meetings of Philip Hobsbaum’s ‘Group’ when it was based in north London. The poet Jon Silkin became an important mentor and friend. His poems and translations had appeared in a number of journals, including Stand and Ambit, and in two anthologies. Two modest collections of his work had been published: The Proper Blessing (his own poems) and The Dark Gate (translations from David Vogel), both in 1976, by Anthony Rudolf’s Menard Press. Tim Gee Editions also republished an expanded version of The Proper Blessing in 1992 and came out with a posthumous edition of Jacobs’ translations from Avraham Ben-Yitzhak, later in 1994. After Jacobs’ untimely death, a big surprise was in store for his poetry community: scattered throughout his files and folders lay almost twice the number of his published poems, nearly all of them finished, and many of them extraordinary. This motivated the publication in 1996 (again by Menard Press, co-published with John Rety’s Hearing Eye Press) of Jacobs’ Collected Poems and Selected Translations, co-edited by Rudolf and Rety.

         And, years later, my own discovery of the Collected set in motion a chain of events that has led to the volume at hand. The Selected Poems is intended to bring Arthur’s distinctive perspectives and quiet, questioning voice into a new moment, before a new audience, with hopes that the poems will be off on fresh travels. 

         
2   A Man and his Poems

         So much of what stays present of a human life, if not committed to memory or to paper, is subject to uncertainty. Was this poet more ‘English’ or more ‘Scottish’? He certainly was always Jewish. What were the real-life reasons for his travels? Were they for love or seeking out work to cobble together a life, or to shake up the conditions that exacerbated his intermittent ill health (due to asthma)? Or did he travel to relieve the pressure of internal discomforts with the quotidian, the mundane? He had no university degree, though he did spend time in the mid-1970s studying at the Oxford Centre for Hebrew and Jewish Studies. His primary work was in translation. How did he manage translating poems and fiction written by Israeli authors, while pursuing his own creative work? The drafts of correspondence one finds in his archive point up anxieties related to all these things, but his scattered journal jottings and essay drafts indicate a confidence in his own intellectual engagement with a literary and Jewish world that extended outward from wherever he temporarily situated himself.

         Unlike my co-editor, Anthony Rudolf, I never knew Arthur; the interests that would bring me to Scotland and to his poetry had not yet revealed themselves to me in the early 1990s, when I was an MFA student in Oakland, California. My acquaintance with Arthur comes through his poems and a number of visits to Sheila Gilbert, Arthur’s younger sister and literary executor, who had until recently kept the poet’s modest archive in her London home. On one of my visits to look through the archive, she said what a shame it was that I couldn’t have met him. I could only reply with my enthusiasm for his writing. But handling the onion-skin paper he sometimes had used for typing up drafts, noting a coffee stain, the brown corona of a dropped cigarette ash, made Arthur real to me. I felt a deep connection to him as a fellow wanderer and poet, a lover of Scottish hills and a Jew rooted (if that can even be said) in diaspora.

         Ultimately, of course, it’s the work itself that insists on our attention. And his compelling poems deserve this reintroduction.

         As is the case with any poet no longer living, even from the recent past, their poems bring a lost world with them. However, the particular 20th century world in which Arthur Jacobs grew up may seem distant. It is a world in which war could be cast as simply good against evil, where the Holocaust still threw its sharp, grim shadow, and where a Jewish state could come into being – as well as its powerful myths. ‘It is time,’ Arthur wrote at one point while living in Israel, ‘to set down some thoughts about the confrontation of myself, a tiny poet in whom some of the threads of a vast condition of exile continue to quiver, with the landed nationalism of some of my people’ [archive]. Until the end of his life, despite his increasing maturity and sophistication, it seems that Jacobs’ poetry never lost this feeling of ‘earliness’ – that is, the consciousness of a young Jewish writer for whom diaspora is not a dead concept but one charged with ongoing relevance, historically and personally.

         Jacobs’ poems compel on many levels, because, in addition to their unique aesthetic, they do ‘cultural work.’ That is, they serve as a potential center of inquiry into what it meant to be a Jew in the 20th century: especially one who writes about Israel but chooses not to live there. Among the most significant posthumous discoveries in Arthur’s poems are the ones about Israel that could not appear in The Proper Blessing. I refer you to poems such as ‘Israeli Arab,’ ‘Bab El Wad,’ and ‘To a Teacher of Hebrew Literature,’ which reopen for us uncomfortable yet essential questions about the Israel-diaspora relationship, at a time when such reflections might otherwise seem foreclosed.

         Jacobs’ love for Scotland as well as his ambivalent connection to England also form the ground of his poetry. In poems such as ‘Introduction to a Scottish Sequence,’ ‘A Joke Across the North Sea,’ ‘I Choose Neither,’ and ‘N.W. 2: Spring,’ Jacobs enacts an interplay of cultural identities – Scottish and English as well as Jewish. He invites us experience identity as a layered, shifting awareness, ‘split at the foot of several cultures.’† And while he was immersed, as a translator, in modern Hebrew, Jacobs himself claimed in a letter to John Rety that his ‘real language [was] probably Scots-Yiddish.’‡ Such a dialect did exist when he was a child, and it was replicated in his poem ‘Dear Mr Leonard’ (p. 98).

         Above all, in his poems, one finds that a sense of exile clings, not just belonging to Jewish history but to a man who created and guarded his own exile, even within the Jewish community to which he was both insider and outsider (as in the poem, ‘Where’, p. 33). 

         
3   A Note on this Book’s Structure

         Some issues that relate to the presentation of Arthur’s work have not altered since the publication of the Collected: for example, Arthur rarely dated his drafts. And the exact dates of his moves away and back to London, or of his involvement with particular translation projects, all of which could provide some illumination as to chronology, have proved difficult to track. A future visitor to the archive, which has now found a permanent home at the University of Leeds, may be able to work out a timeline in greater detail. What is clearer now is that Arthur’s creative output in the 1980s seems to have been far less than that of the 1960s and 70s. The pamphlet, ‘A Bit of Dialect,’ published by Hearing Eye Press in 1991, consists of just ten poems. These were added to the 1992 republishing of The Proper Blessing (by Tim Gee Editions).

         In this Selected, we have chosen to begin the book with poems that are among his earliest, most of which come from notebooks he kept in his late teenage years and of which just two were eventually published: ‘Sovereign Penny’ and ‘On a Trip to York’ (both in Stand). We then present selections from The Proper Blessing, followed by choices from the pamphlet (so as to emphasize its different focus to what appears in the core book). We follow with selections from the poems that had not been published during Arthur’s lifetime. Here, we are arranging them thematically, because it appears that he had drafted many of them during and shortly after the years he spent in Israel. While it is not known when he completed them, their origins seem to be in the same time period (from his mid-20s through early 30s).

         A final note: throughout, we have adhered to Arthur’s scheme for capitalization and punctuation in his poems.

         
            * From the poem ‘Israeli Arab’ (p. 79).

            † ‘To a Teacher of Hebrew Literature’ (p. 90).

            ‡ From Anthony Rudolf’s ‘Introduction’ to the Collected Poems.
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