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Preface



BY CHARLES SIMIC







ZBIGNIEW HERBERT (1924–1998) was one of the most original and memorable poets of the twentieth century. His Polish compatriots, Czeslaw Milosz and Wyslawa Szymborska, may have received the Nobel Prize, but as the appearance of The Collected Poems, 1956–1998 in English recently demonstrated, he was in every respect their equal. This publication of his complete prose ought to increase his stature even more among those who know Herbert only as a poet and not as the fine prose writer that he was. It will come as a surprise to his readers that in his essays, unlike those by most other poets who write prose, his focus is rarely on poetry. Herbert wrote about painting and architecture. Or rather, he wrote three books about his travels in Greece, Italy, France, and the Netherlands, to see art. The author, he tells us at one point, is not a professional historian, but a story teller, and in truth many of the essays are dedicated to friends and often read like good after-dinner talk. The result is a book about art that is unlike any one has ever encountered, by a man who had lived through some of the most violent and tragic years in modern history and whom one would not expect to take a calm appraisal of our common past.


Born in Lvov, one of the most dangerous places in the world to be from 1939 to 1945, Herbert survived the occupation of his hometown, first by the Soviet Union and then by the Nazis who transformed the old city with its mixed population of Poles, Russians, Ukrainians, and Jews into a veritable hell. In 1944, before Lvov was once again taken by the Soviets, Herbert’s family escaped to Kraków where he attended lectures at the university and drawing classes at the Academy of Fine Arts while obtaining a degree in economics at the Trade Academy and eventually a law degree at the Nicholas Copernicus University in Toru[image: image]. As a member of the anti-


Communist Home Army during the war, he was regarded as politically suspect and not employable in important positions. He worked as a primary school teacher, an editor of an economic journal, a shop attendant, a timekeeper in a cooperative, an accountant, a bank clerk, and a librarian. Occasionally, he published theatre and music criticism and reviews of exhibitions, but not until 1950 did his poems appear in a magazine, and his first book, Chord of Light, did not come out until 1956 when he was already thirty-two years old. Unwilling to submit to the official party line in literature and write political propaganda, he could not make a living as a writer. One tough year after the war, he had to supplement his income by selling his blood.


Herbert later attributed his reluctance to fall on his knees before the new masters not to his bravery or strength of character, but to his sense of taste. He found everything about Communism ugly, especially its rhetoric. Aesthetics played a subversive role in his refusal to become one of the corrupted. Philosophy, too, I would imagine, which he studied first in Toru[image: image] and then at the University of Warsaw where he moved in 1950. “Let words mean only what they mean,” he quotes another writer in one of his essays. In his poems, too, Herbert sought semantic transparency. For him, a bird is a bird, slavery means slavery, a knife is a knife, death remains death. This was a view of language guaranteed to make life difficult for an individual living in a totalitarian country. As for poetry, its task, he wrote as early as 1948, is to render justice to the visible world, justice and beauty. Here’s one of his many fine early poems that does just that. It recounts a complex experience in a language that manages to be both plain and memorable.




A HALT


We halted in a town the host


ordered the table to be moved to the garden the first star


shone out and faded we were breaking bread


crickets were heard in the twilight loosestrife


a cry but a cry of a child otherwise the bustle


of insects of men a thick scent of earth


those who were sitting with their backs to the wall


saw violet now—the gallows hill


on the wall the dense ivy of executions


we were eating much


as is usual when nobody pays


(trans. by Czeslaw Milosz and Peter Dale Scott)







From the very beginning, Herbert’s poems had one notable quality; many of them dealt with Greek and Roman antiquity. These were not the reverential versions of ancient myths and historical events one normally encounters in poetry in which the poet neither questions the philosophical nor the ethical premises of the classical models, but were ironic reevaluations from the point of view of someone who had experienced modern wars and revolutions and who knew well that true to Homeric tradition only the high and mighty are usually glorified and lamented in their death and never the mounds of their anonymous victims. What drew him to the classics, nevertheless, is the recognition that these tales and legends contain all the essential human experiences. To have a historical consciousness meant seeing the continuity of the past as well as recognizing the continuity and the inescapable presence of past errors, crimes, but also the examples of courage and wisdom in our contemporary lives. History is the balance sheet of conscience. It condemns, reminds, robs us of peace, and also enlightens us now and then. In his view, our predicament has always been both tragic and comic. Even the old gods ended just like us. This is how he describes their decline in an essay called “Sacrifice” in The King of the Ants.




Stained tablecloths, traces of cigarettes around the small plates on the conference table of Olympus, unchanged napkins wilting flowers in crystal vases, and a monotonous menu, a poor choice of wine—that itself bore witness to the gods’ profound crisis. Gods didn’t turn up or willfully left the conferences, they partook of gods’ gifts unaesthetically (and against the rules), they slept at the table or emitted loud bodily noises. The fate of the world was slipping out of their hands…“We could have foreseen such an end of the world,” Zeus said to Hermes, “we’re not immortal, hélas, but the way this is proceeding is abominable in form; it’s shocking. We will leave nothing behind, not even a fond memory. But not everything in our time was bad—we have to do something about it,” Zeus said to Hermes.





Herbert claims that even as a youth he did not thirst for originality, which he saw as easier to achieve if you scorn the past and don’t respect either its authorities or its traditions. This positivist theory of “progress,” which lurks in the background of every avant-garde movement in art and literature, he had no use for. He found this attitude alien, even odious. He always wanted to adore, to fall on his knees and bow down before greatness, even if it overwhelmed him and terrified him—for “what kind of greatness would it be if it didn’t overwhelm and terrify”? Nonetheless, Herbert is well aware that history doesn’t know a single example of art or an artist ever exerting a direct influence on the world’s destiny. The conclusion he draws from that melancholy knowledge is that artists, writers, and poets ought to be modest and “conscious of their limited role and strength.” If this sounds like an aesthete’s credo, it is not. Herbert’s wish was to abolish the antagonism between art and life which the Romantics erected and modern poets and painters largely embraced. If this marvelous collection of his essays and short pieces proves anything, it is that art and life are part of the same fabric of human experience.


There exists a false view, Herbert writes, to the effect that tradition is like a fortune, a legacy which we inherit mechanically, without effort, while in fact every contact with the past requires an effort and a labor from learning about the past to verifying that knowledge through direct contact with its works of art. The task he sets himself in these pilgrimages is to find, after the horrors of war and totalitarianism he had just witnessed, some values worth living for. His essays combine leisurely traveler’s accounts intermixed with descriptions of paintings and churches he sees, towns he visits, their history, the people he encounters, the food he eats, the wine he drinks, and all sorts of other matters of interest to this exceptionally erudite and entertaining man who is our guide. For instance, writing of the Perugian republic, he remarks that “they were vengeful and cruel, artistically refined enough to slaughter their enemies on beautiful summer evenings.”


Herbert never had much money, but he went everywhere, at one point even having the crazy notion of visiting every cathedral in France. As a foreigner, and a kind of amateur scholar, he sees in these art works what professional academics and natives do not. This is the continuous delight of these essays. We are led by an eye that reacts in a fresh and inspired way to objects and events that do not exist for the practical eye. “There’s no path to the world but the path of compassion,” he says at one point. It surprised me to hear him say that, but after recalling the care he took to get every little detail right of whatever he saw in his travels, I began to understand what he meant, and so will you. This is a rare book, written by a very great poet and very wise man.


CHARLES SIMIC















Introduction



BY ALISSA VALLES







THE HALF-CENTURY SPANNED BY the essays in this volume began in Poland with the chill of Stalinism settling on the scene of devastation left by the Nazi occupation, and ended at a time when the elation of 1989 and the fall of Communism had been overshadowed by the economic, social and political turmoil of post-Communist reality. Although Zbigniew Herbert was born in 1924 in an independent Polish state, for the greater part of his life he had little cause to believe he would end his life in one, or indeed in any kind of Poland. He led a life of incessant movement, driven by internal and external causes, all of which are in varying measures reflected in his prose. Herbert moved in flight—from armies and repressive authorities, and in pursuit—of freedom, knowledge and beauty, and on occasion, medical care and income. He had before him a long tradition of Eastern European writers who traveled to Western centers of culture—Paris, London, Berlin, Rome, after the war increasingly New York—seeking points of connection with European or Western tradition and an escape from a politically oppressed or culturally oppressive native country.


But though it was nothing new for Polish poets to dream of an independent homeland while bivouaking in foreign café’s, Herbert’s angle of vision differed significantly from that of many of his (chiefly Romantic) predecessors. Not only had he come of age in a war born in the heart of Europe, seen intellectual, political and physical brutality overwhelm the continent and his own country used as a site of mass slavery and slaughter, but at the very moment that Western nations celebrated the liberation from Nazism and Fascism, they had abandoned the Poles and their exiled government to the mercy of Stalin. The consciousness of that betrayal, most painfully embodied in the story of the 1944 Warsaw Uprising, imbued Herbert’s attitude toward the West with a deep ambivalence. From that clash of old veneration and fresh pain sprang the sharp irony that characterized his world view and his writing from the start.


In 1944, following the retreat of German forces, Herbert fled westward from his birthplace, Lvov, on the eve of its re-occupation by Soviet troops. He, his parents and his sister landed in Kraków, where he studied economics and (on a more casual footing) painting and acting. His parents eventually settled in Sopot on the Baltic Coast, while Herbert worked toward a masters in law at the old university of Toru[image: image], where he also pursued graduate studies in philosophy with his first important mentor, professor Henryk Elzenberg. Even after he decamped to Warsaw in 1950, Herbert continued to correspond with Elzenberg, justifying his decision to give up the academic study of philosophy in favor of poetry:




[In philosophy] I look for emotion. Powerful intellectual emotion, painful tensions between reality and abstraction, yet another rending, yet another, deeper than personal, cause for sorrow. And in that subjective cloud, respectable truth and sublime measure are lost, so I’ll never be a decent university philosopher. I prefer suffering philosophy to brooding on it like a hen. I would rather it be a fruitless struggle—a personal cause, something going against the order of life—than a profession.





During the years when Herbert was publishing his first poems and reviews in periodicals, he reported to Elzenberg on his reading and sent him early unpublished poems, as well as the essay “Hamlet on the Border of Silence,” included in the selection of short prose in this volume. This essay is an initial working-through of the notion that philosophy must be “suffered” or “lived through,” and that one pays for intellectual clarity with heartbreak, humiliation and at dark moments in history, death. The tragedy of Hamlet helps Herbert begin to articulate a stance of tragic humanism which, too uncertain to be a faith, nevertheless constituted a strong frame for his subsequent explorations and aided him in his resistance to the stifling ideological atmosphere of the 50s, when his elected “master” Elzenberg himself, forced into early retirement, became a victim of the side-lining of non-conformist (non-Party) intellectuals.


The political thaw that followed Stalin’s death made it possible for Herbert—and a number of his gifted contemporaries—to publish a first poetry collection in 1956 without compromise to censorship. Herbert rapidly followed his debut Chord of Light with a sizeable second collection, Hermes, Dag and Star, roughly half of which was made up of prose poems. In 1958, the young poet with a growing reputation received a stipend from the Ministry of Culture for travel in Western Europe, and Herbert set out on his first expedition to France, Italy and England. In Paris he formed important friendships with members of the Polish émigré community, notably with the artists Józef Czapski and Jan Lebenstein, and with Czeslaw Milosz, who was both mentor and rival to him, an increasingly difficult combination in the years that followed.


These wanderings, from which he returned to Poland in 1960, resulted in the essay collection Barbarian in the Garden, published in Warsaw in 1962. In a brief preface to the book, Herbert wrote that he thought of the book simply as an “account of a journey”:




The first, a real journey to cities, museums and ruins. The other a journey through books on the places I visited. The two ways of seeing, the two methods, are interwoven.


I didn’t choose the easier form of an impressionistic diary, because in the end that would only lead to a litany of adjectives and aesthetic exaltation. I thought that I should convey a certain amount of information on remote civilizations, and given that I am not an expert but an amateur, I refrained from all the delights of erudition: bibliography, notes, indices. I set out to write a book for reading, not for scholarly study. In art I am interested in the timeless value of a work (Piero della Francesca’s eternity), its technical structure (how stone is laid upon stone in a Gothic cathedral) and its connection to history. Because the lion’s share of the book is devoted to the Middle Ages, I decided to include two historical essays, on the Albigensians and the Templars, which speak of the sound and fury of the era.


If I had to choose an epigraph for the whole book, I would take a sentence from Malraux:


“That evening, while Rembrandt is still sketching, all the famous shades and shadows of the cave painters closely follow his wavering hand, which will grant them a new afterlife or a new oblivion”.





The essays in Barbarian are also a roughly chronological journey, from the prehistoric caves of Lascaux to the Greek presence in Italy in the 7th and 6th centuries BCE, to the Romans in Arles in the 1st century AD, to the six pieces centered on the late medieval era and early Renaissance, capped with a final tour of Northern France spiked with epigraphs from Rousseau and Nerval, who bring us up to the modern age. Caves, reintroduced into eighteenth century gardens at Ermenonville as refuges from the corruption of human society, bring the narrative full circle. Cities like Paris, with its “chatter of lights” become sites which one must flee if one wishes to preserve one’s sensitivities. Only art—the “warm touch of the Lascaux painter”—can make human beings feel briefly at home in a world ‘rushing towards death’.


In the 1960s, Herbert again spent long stretches of time in Paris, making it his base for an expedition to Greece and Italy in the fall of 1964 with his friends Zbigniew and Magdalena Czajkowski, and marrying Katarzyna Dzieduszycka at the Polish Consulate in Paris in 1968. The Greek excursion led to another series of essays, most of them published in Polish journals between 1966 and 1973, but put out as a book, Labyrinth on the Sea (1999), only after Herbert’s death. Why the manuscript of Labyrinth languished in the editorial offices of the publishing house Czytelnik in Warsaw from 1972 to 1981 is difficult to prove—but it is not hard to make an educated guess. During the 70’s Herbert had become increasingly engaged in political protest in Poland, and in that period his name appeared on a list of authors subject to censorship. Mr Cogito (1974) was the last book he published at Czytelnik; archive research has shown that one poem intended for inclusion in that collection, “Mr Cogito’s Heraldic Meditations” was removed by the censor. No censor would have been pleased to run into himself, even transposed to Periclean Athens, as he would have reading “The Samos Affair”:




It is a thing worth reflecting on that the immediate consequence of the Samian war was the introduction of censorship—the first in Athenian history—which forbade comic poets to represent persons on stage under their true names…. It testifies to a profound internal crisis beginning to show.


The drastic controls on freedom of speech prove that the popular mood must have in fact been quite different from the official enthusiasm and optimism.





After martial law was declared in December 1981, Herbert did not publish anything he wrote with state publishers but instead published with émigré or underground presses, until the dissolution of the Communist regime in 1989.


Like Barbarian, Labyrinth traces a path forward in time (and geographically northward) from a prehistoric culture—the Minoans of Crete—through the Mycenean era up to the summit of classical Greece, the Acropolis, to the Etruscans in Italy and the Romans in England. The two collections share an acute interest in changing conceptions of beauty, in patterns of conquest, empire and decline, and in the manifold ways the past is discovered, invented or erased by successive generations. In his encounter with Greece, Herbert deepens his search for the sources of European civilization, while focusing more squarely on the nature of myth, its porous border with history, and its relation to physical landscape. He also continues a meditation, initiated in Barbarian, on the coexistence of cruelty and aesthetic refinement in human cultures. The apparent paradox of the Inquisition being born at the same time as the masterpieces of Gothic architecture receives a more emblematic statement in the image of the Etruscans flogging their slaves to musical accompaniment.


Herbert’s essays do not attempt to formulate any systematic theory of culture. The closest he comes to a general view is concisely put toward the end of his short essay “Animula”: I always wished I would never lose the belief that great works of the spirit are more objective than we are. And that they will judge us. Among the “great works of the spirit” he counts both myths and made objects. His aim is to be a conduit of cultural tradition, in his words, to “exert my whole sensibility and understanding so that the Acropolis, the cathedrals, the Mona Lisa would be repeated in me.” This striving is linked here (and in the poem “Mona Lisa”) to a sense of guilt for having survived the war in which so many exact contemporaries had perished. He concludes the essay with a view of tradition that echoes T. S. Eliot’s famous essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent,” with an added political twist:




There exists a false view to the effect that tradition is like a fortune, a legacy, which we inherit mechanically, without effort, and that is why those who object to inherited wealth and unearned privileges are against tradition. But in fact every contact with the past requires an effort, a labor, and a difficult and thankless labor to boot, for our little ‘I’ whines and balks at it.





Although the reference to the Communist world is unmistakable here, Herbert engages in cultural criticism of a kind that can often be just as easily understood to refer to the West as to “People’s Poland.” Herbert’s contact with the West (and the liberal cultural movements of the sixties) prompted a hardening of his attitude toward the avantgarde, or the radical left as manifest in culture and art. This was particularly true of the time he spent in the United States.


In 1968, Herbert’s Selected Poems in English appeared at Penguin, and he made his first transatlantic journey, giving readings in New York, Berkeley and Los Angeles. He returned to the U.S. for the academic year of 1970–1971 as a visiting professor of European literature at what was then California State College in Los Angeles. While in California, he formed warm friendships with a number of American poets, Philip Levine and Henri Coulette among them, and although he did not report on America in essay form, the poet Larry Levis, who at that time taught at Cal State, left an account of his encounters with Herbert in Los Angeles. Lecture notes left in Herbert’s archive bear witness to the time and attention he devoted to his students at the college, despite his rather stunned response to the limitations of their education. Alongside his classes, he also held informal meetings with aspiring poets, which he by all accounts greatly enjoyed. But unlike Czeslaw Milosz (by then settled in Berkeley) who found in America’s literature and above all its natural world an enduring fascination and inspiration, Herbert’s interests and projects remained anchored in Europe.


Traces of the American experience can be found in later writings, as for example in a talk he gave at a Polish poetry festival in 1972, “The Poet in Face of the Present”.




A few months ago I returned from America; the necessity of “engagement” came up regularly in private conversations with my American friends. The term itself is vague enough to put one off using it. The majority of young people in the West who dabble in film, art, or literature, loudly declare they are on the side of the “Left”—variously understood, or rather, read. And I often wonder why the work that results from this essentially noble stance is intellectually immature, as if the proclamation of humanist ideals led the artist into the realm of banality.





This talk was given in the context of arguing against a tendency among the younger “New Wave” poets in Poland to make their anti-Communist stance the main content of their poems. The polemic gave rise to one of Herbert’s finest poems, “To Ryszard Krynicki—A Letter,” which affirms the duty of poets to rise above the level of politics, no matter how just their political cause. His confrontational relations with the younger poets—Adam Zagajewski, Stanislaw Baranczak and Ryszard Krynicki among them—gradually developed into warm friendships and differing degrees of mentorship.


After a few years back in Poland, in 1975 Herbert and his wife again decamped, this time to Berlin, where they remained until early 1981. Herbert had more of an intellectual community in Berlin than in the United States, and he was warmly embraced as a poet in Germany, and before long also in Holland. In 1976, Herbert made a first visit to the Netherlands, where he participated in the Poetry International festival in Rotterdam and visited museums in Amsterdam and other cities. Dutch art and culture became Herbert’s next major object of fascination and study, and in the course of the following decade and a half (with another Dutch visit in 1988) he wrote the essays in Still-Life with a Bridle, which appeared in Poland in 1993. Here Herbert brings to light the submerged passions of an apparently staid and sober culture, rendering vividly the drama of water, the drama of commerce, science, and, in the title essay, the dramatic biography of Torrentius, a painter of the most becalmed of genres, the still-life. In Dutch culture, with its anti-heroic bent, Herbert finds myth almost entirely subsumed by objects—the new heroes—and the gods and theologies of the Greeks and Italians stripped down to the bare, hushed interior of a Calvinist church and the dry QED’s of Spinoza. Herbert is fascinated by the tension between the Dutch passion for material goods (often involving foreign conquest) and their religious rationalism and austerity, by the way the mystical impulse, banished from spiritual life, entered the life of science and commerce. In his essay “The Bitter Smell of Tulips” he expresses his particular fondness for “follies in the sanctuaries of reason.” Herbert’s last trip abroad, undertaken when his health was in severe decline, was a last visit to Amsterdam to see an exhibition on 17th century “tulipmania” at the Nieuwe Kerk, one of the city’s largest cathedrals.


 


ALTHOUGH HERBERT CONSIDERED HIMSELF lucky to be able to travel widely during a period when freedoms were so severely curtailed or denied without appeal to the vast majority of his fellow Poles, it is important to realize the difficulties accompanying these travels and the unwanted attention they attracted. The application for a visa for foreign travel was a long and tortuous process requiring not only long queues, arbitrary waiting periods and tedious forms, but also unpleasant encounters with the security police. A postcard to Katarzyna, sent in France in 1958, shows that Herbert thought he was already under surveillance. In a letter to Czeslaw Milosz, written in 1969, Herbert described an interrogation to which he was subjected upon returning to Poland from France.






I hadn’t expected to feel the touch of the gentlemen in little black suits. They phoned me on the day after I arrived* (it was Easter and I thought “they” too would be eating sausage and drinking). Then there were regular daily “conversations” lasting many hours, not at headquarters God forbid but at the top of the Metropol hotel with a window open on the courtyard. I could go out the window and not come back and my friends would say I’d been drunk, that I’d always had nihilistic tendencies, there you go. […] They were interested in many things, among them Trotskyite movements in the West, but mainly the émigré’s, whom they would most like to lure into their pit. They asked me all about you too, whether you might not come back, and I summarized The Issa Valley for them and analyzed your poetry, pretending you interested them as the best living Polish poet. I played the fool, but it was no fun. I was alarmed to find that I wasn’t used to it anymore, that I wasn’t good at strolling around with shit on my head, and that I’m a coward because I fear for the rest of my life. It made me sick (insomnia, depression) but I’m fine now and working.





Naturally, there were also economic constraints: although Herbert first went abroad in 1958 on a grant from the Ministry of Culture, the sums he disposed of were modest indeed. His essays give occasional glimpses of the circumstances under which he made his pilgrimages to ancient sites and great art collections, and the ways he found to extend his meager resources over as many days and miles as possible, as on Crete, “more frugally than ever dividing my melting drachmas, to trick fate out of one more day, two more days….” He travels on crowded buses and trains, subsists on humble (but tasty) meals and sleeps in cheap hostels, doing without cabs, rental cars, complimentary soaps, and other luxuries. His essays are constructed from copious notes and sketches made in museums, libraries and at the sites of ruins, churches, battlefields, as well as at the various public establishments where he sits recovering from hours of wandering, watching locals go about their daily lives, and interacting with them as naturally as a traveler’s odd status permits.


One model traveler for Herbert is Montaigne, as we discover from a brief essay of 1966, “Monsieur Montaigne’s Voyage to Italy.” Although Montaigne seems less interested in art than in the gastronomies and technologies of the regions he visits, he has the gift of “perspicacity and curiosity,” the ability to listen with unfailing attention to “everyone and everything.” Herbert particularly values encounters with what he calls the “inimitable, individual beauty of life,” which he feels has become elusive to modern travelers, who move too rapidly across continents and whose experience is at every point mediated by timid convention and commercial cliché. In his own travels, he continually courts the “benign divinities of Nature and Accident,” delighting in ferry delays, storms at sea, outdated guidebooks, inaccurate directions, unplanned meetings, unexpected glimpses of the raw edges of life; he seeks to recover the living emotion with which earlier human beings might have regarded the great edifices or landscapes with which they dwelled.


Herbert is everywhere in his prose engaged in a polemic against ways of reading and writing history he considers false—whether narrow, petty, self-indulgent, expedient, naïve or cynical. He is everywhere alert to history written under the spell of what Czeslaw Milosz (in The Captive Mind) called the “Hegelian sting”: the temptation to see force triumphant as historical necessity. In the talk “The Presence of History,” given in Germany around 1975, as in the essay in Barbarian in the Garden entitled “Defense of the Templars,” Herbert uses the Hegelian notion of the “high tribunal of history,” to assert the duty of a chronicler of historical events to “weigh the sacrifice” of those who fought in vain for ideals or principles. Herbert knows better than most that the viewpoint of history’s underdogs is not by definition truer than that of its usual narrators, the conquerors. But the voices on both sides must be heard, and Herbert is always keen to take on the defense of the noble loser. Human acts have a certain weight, which it is a historian’s task to register, without pretence of perfect objectivity, to the full reach of his or her faculties of reason and empathy. When professional historians neglect this task, others must pick up the slack. Otherwise the field will be stampeded by demagogues seeking to justify their own power plays or “inspire” peoples to violent acts by feeding them distorted tales of ancestral battles, triumphs and humiliations. And quite apart from any practical application, the act of doing justice to the past (speaking of it justly) is a consolation for the irredeemable losses of history and, for Herbert, a value in itself requiring no justification.


 


DURING A STRETCH OF time partly overlapping with the composition of Still Life with a Bridle, Herbert also worked on a collection of short prose pieces which re-imagine and fill out ancient myths; the project was left unfinished but a version of it was published posthumously as The King of the Ants. The pieces are not linked directly to travel, but may be traced back to Herbert’s early “character sketches,” to the prose poems or fables included in his volumes of poetry, and to the “apocryphas” of Still Life. The editor of the Polish edition of King of the Ants, Ryszard Krynicki, attempting to reconstruct the complicated history of the project, points to a handwritten booklet with the title Bajki (Fables), put together by Herbert and given to a friend in 1953, as evidence that the poet’s life was from the very outset accompanied and fed by experiments in fabular prose. Krynicki points to Berlin and 1979 or 1980 as the probable place and time of origin for King of the Ants, which Herbert first called Atlas and furnished with epigraphs from Flaubert’s Dictionary of Received Ideas. The work may be seen as Herbert’s own Who’s Who of received heroes, or as a manual for de-and reconstructing myths; for Krynicki it is, in any case, a summary of an essential theme in his writing, as well as one of Herbert’s most personal works.


The American edition of King of the Ants appeared several years before the Polish edition and did not include all of the pieces and fragments included by Krynicki; but in my view its subtitle, “mythological essays,” reflects better the unfinished and open form of the book than Krynicki’s subtitle, “a private mythology.” John and Bogdana Carpenter write in the preface to their 1999 translation: “In his prose essays Herbert never simply retells a myth; instead, he presents a re-creation of it and emphasizes a narrative. The old story or fragmentary text serves as a canvas for a new story that he carries far from its original point of departure. It is a springboard for a broader exploration of human behavior…The “mythological essay” becomes a twentieth-century philosophical parable.” The form allows Herbert a playful freedom from the gravitas of human history with which he grapples elsewhere. On the one hand, these narratives carry an implicit challenge to the controlling idea of modern man that he is, as Mircea Eliade put it, “the result of the course of Universal History,” rather than of mythical events which must be periodically re-enacted and reiterated.* On the other hand, the satirical tone and deep ironies of the myths reiterated and comically altered by Herbert also work to deflate the pseudo-mythologies propagated by some modern political and religious movements.




 


THE SELECTION OF SHORT prose in this volume is taken from a fat prose collection published in Poland in 2001 under the title The Gordian Knot. The book offers a recapitulation of major preoccupations in Herbert’s work and is particularly valuable for the way it shows the arc of evolution of his thinking about poetry, from the dapper battle-cry “Poetry in a Vacuum?” (1948) to “A Word for the Poetry Evening…” (1998), an attempt to place himself in the Polish poetry tradition, balancing, as he says “between irony and sublimity,” and also between poetry and prose. I tried to adhere to a principle of selection which would most effectively render that evolution. I left out reviews of local art exhibits and Polish publications inaccessible to an English-language readership, and included only pieces touching directly on poetic or artistic craft and cultural tradition, or themselves constituting a literary project. There are no letters here—private or public—simply because I feel Herbert’s voluminous and rich correspondence deserves a volume to itself. Nor did I include fragments or variants beyond the ones included in the Polish edition of The King of the Ants. Herbert’s archive continues to yield new material, but unfinished or abandoned archival texts require a different format for publication, one offering a fuller scholarly apparatus than the present volume can accommodate.


As editor of this book, I was asked by the Herbert estate to revise Jarosław Anders and Michael March’s translation of Barbarian in the Garden to accord with the most recent Polish edition, correcting minor errors and omissions. Upon request, I also added to John and Bogdana Carpenter’s translation of King of the Ants all texts absent from the American edition but included in the Polish edition, reordered the contents according to the latter, and corrected one error, the translation of the title of “H.E.O.” as “Eos,” due no doubt to the fact that the translation was undertaken on the basis of an unedited manuscript. In all cases I have tried to fit my additions to the style of the original translations, and above all to respect Herbert’s own style, which I consider one of the triumphs of the 20th century.
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LASCAUX




Si Altamira est la capitale de l’art pariétal1


Lascaux en est Versailles.


HENRI BREUIL








LASCAUX IS NOT on any official map. It does not exist, at least not in the same sense as London or Radom. One had to enquire at the Musée de l’homme in Paris to learn its location.


I went in early spring. The Vézère Valley was rising in its fresh, unfinished green. Fragments of landscape seen through the bus window resembled canvases by Bissière. A texture of tender green.


Montignac. A village without interest, save a plaque commemorating a worthy midwife: “Ici vécut Madame Marie Martel—sage-femme—officier d’Académie2. Sa vie…c’était faire du bien. Sa joie…accomplir son devoir.” Expressed most delicately.


Breakfast in a small restaurant, but what a breakfast! An omelette with truffles. Truffles belong to the world history of human folly, hence to the history of art. So a word about truffles.


They are an underground mushroom preying on the roots of other plants. To uncover them you need dogs or pigs, conspicuous, as everyone knows, for their perfect sense of smell. A certain fly also signals the presence of this gastronomic treasure.


Truffles fetched a high price on the market so the local peasants were overcome by a real truffle fever. The soil was burrowed, the woods ravaged; the trees now stand pitifully dry. Large areas of cultivable land became barren because the mushroom produced a poisonous substance. Besides, it was very capricious and more difficult to domesticate than the ordinary mushroom. Nonetheless, an omelette with truffles is delicious and the smell, as the dish has no taste, is incomparable. Just like the poet Tuwim’s mignonette.


One leaves Montignac by a motorway that rises, winds, enters a forest and suddenly ends. A parking lot. A stand with Coca Cola and color postcards. Those who are not satisfied with the reproductions are led into a yard, and then into a concrete cellar resembling a military bunker. Metal valves close like a strongroom door and for a moment we stand in darkness awaiting the initiation. Finally, the second door opens, leading inside. We are in the cave.


The cold electric light is hideous, so we can only imagine the Lascaux cave when the living light of torches and cressets set into motion the herds of bulls, bison, and deer on the walls and vault. In addition, the guide’s voice stammering explanations. A sergeant reading the Holy Scriptures.


The colors: black, brown, ochre, vermilion, crimson, mallow, and limestone white. Their vitality and freshness surpassing Renaissance frescoes. The colors of earth, blood, and ash.


Images of animals, mostly in profile, are caught in motion drawn with both an expansive vigor and the tenderness and warmth of Modigliani’s women.


The images appear chaotic, as though painted hastily by a frenetic genius using cinematic techniques, with close and long-range shots. At the same time they present a coherent, panoramic composition which seems to disobey all rules. They vary from a few centimeters to more than five meters. One finds palimpsests: in short, a classical disorder which simultaneously conveys an impression of perfect harmony.


The first room, called the room of the bulls, has a beautiful natural vault, as though constructed from frozen clouds. Ten meters wide, thirty meters long, it can hold a hundred people. The Lascaux zoo opens with the image of a bicorn. This fantastic creature has a mighty body, a short neck, and a small head with two immense, straight horns. Its small head resembles a rhinoceros, yet it is unlike any living or fossil animal. Its mysterious presence forewarns that we shall not view an atlas of natural history but a region of ritual, incantation, and magic. Historians agree that the Lascaux cave was not a place of habitation but a sanctuary, the underground Sistine Chapel of our forefathers.


The Vézère River curves among limestone hills covered by forest. At its lower reaches, just before it flows into the Dordogne, a large number of caves inhabited by Paleolithic man were discovered. His skeleton, found in Cro-Magnon, resembles contemporary man’s. The Cro-Magnon probably originated in Asia and began his assault on Europe after the last glaciation, some thirty or forty thousand years before the Christian era. He pitilessly exterminated the less advanced Neanderthal, usurping his caves and hunting grounds. Mankind was born under the star of Cain.




Southern France and northern Spain were the territories where the new conqueror, Homo sapiens, created a civilization later called the Franco-Cantabrian culture. It developed in the early Paleolithic, also named the “reindeer” era. From the mid-Paleolithic the environment of Lascaux became a real Promised Land, flowing not so much with milk and mead as with the hot blood of animals. Like cities that later grew near the trade routes, the stone-age settlements were founded on the tracks of migrating animals. Every spring, herds of reindeer, wild horses, cows, bulls, bison, and rhinoceri crossed this territory to the green pastures of the Auvergne. The mysterious regularity and the blessed lack of memory in the animals, who yearly followed the same trail to certain death, was as miraculous for Paleolithic man as the Nile floods for the ancient Egyptians.


A powerful supplication for the eternal preservation of the natural order can be read from the walls of Lascaux. That is probably why the cave painters are the greatest animal artists in history. For them, unlike for the Dutch masters, an animal was not an element in a tame landscape in pastoral Arcadia; they saw it in a flash, in dramatic flight, alive but marked for death. Their eye does not contemplate the object but fetters it in its black contour line with the precision of the perfect murderer.


The first room was probably the site of hunting rituals. (They came here with stone cressets for their guttural rites.) It takes its name from four huge bulls, the largest being more than five meters long; these magnificent animals dominate a herd of horses painted in silhouette and fragile deer with fantastic antlers. Their stampede blasts the cave. In their inflated nostrils, the condensation of hoarse breathing.


The room leads into a blind, narrow corridor. What the French call “l’heureux désordre des figures” reigns here. Red cows, small childish horses, and bucks dance in all directions in indescribable chaos. A horse on its back, hooves stretched towards the limestone sky, gives evidence of a practice still current among primitive hunting tribes: animals are driven with fire and loud noise towards a high cliff and topple to their deaths.


One of the most beautiful animal portraits in history is called the “Chinese Horse.” The name does not signify its race: it is a homage to the perfection of the drawing of the Lascaux master. A soft black contour, at once distinct and vanishing, both contains and shapes the body’s mass. A short mane, like that of a circus horse; impetuous, thundering hooves. Ochre does not fill the body; the belly and legs are white.


I realize that all descriptions, all inventories are useless in the presence of this masterpiece, which displays such a blinding, obvious unity. Only poetry and fairy-tales possess the power of instant creation. One should say, “Once upon a time, there was a beautiful horse from Lascaux.”


How to reconcile this refined art with the brutal practices of the prehistoric hunters? How to consent to the arrows piercing the flesh of an animal, an imaginary murder committed by the artist?


Before the Revolution, Siberian hunting tribes lived in conditions similar to those of the “reindeer” era. Lot-Falck in Les rites de chasse chez les peuples sibériens writes: “A hunter treated an animal as a creature at least equal to himself. Noting that an animal must hunt, like himself, in order to live, man thought that it had the same model of social organization. Man’s superiority was manifest in the field of technology through his use of tools. In the sphere of magic, the animal was attributed with equal powers. On the other hand, an animal is superior to man in one or many respects—its physical strength, agility, perfect hearing, and smell, all the virtues highly prized by hunters. In the spiritual realm animals were credited with even greater virtues—a closer contact with the divine and with the forces of nature which they embodied.” This is still just about comprehensible to modern man. The abysses of paleo-psychology begin with the bond between the killer and his victim: “The death of the animal depends, to some extent, on the animal itself; it must consent to be killed, it must enter into a relationship with its murderer. That is why the hunter cares for the animal and tries to establish close relations. If the reindeer does not love its hunter, it will not bow to its death.” So hypocrisy is our original sin and strength. Only insatiable, murderous love explains the charm of the Lascaux bestiary.


To the right of the room of the bulls, a narrow cat-like corridor leads to the part called the nave and apse. On the left wall a large black cow catches our attention with its perfect outline, and two mysterious yet distinct signs placed under its hooves. These are not the only signs before which we stand helpless.


The meaning of the arrows piercing the animals is clear, since the magical practice of “killing the image” was known to medieval witches, frequently performed in Renaissance courts and even preserved until our rational times. But what are those quadrangles with a colorful chessboard pattern under the hooves of the black cow? L’abbé Breuil3, the pope of pre-historians and a prominent expert not only on the Lascaux caves, saw in them signs of hunting clans, a remote heraldry. Another hypothesis put forward is that they are models of animal traps; another sees in them designs of huts. For Raymond Vaufrey, they were painted leather coats, similar to those still to be found in Rhodesia. Though these assumptions are plausible, none is certain. Also, we are unable to interpret other simple signs: dots, dashes, squares, and circles, and the geometric figures found in caves such as Castillo in Spain. Some scholars timidly suppose that these were the first attempts at writing. So only the concrete images speak to us. Amidst the raucous breathing of the Lascaux animals, the geometric signs are silent; and perhaps will remain silent for ever. Our knowledge about our ancestors is modulated by a violent cry and a deadly hush.


On the left side of the nave, there is a beautiful frieze of deer. The artist has depicted only the heads, necks, and antlers; they flow like a river towards the hunters hidden in the bush.


A composition which trivializes the violence of our contemporary masters: two soot-black bison with their rumps turned to each other. The one on the left displays raw flesh through a torn patch of skin. Heads raised, hides bristling, front hooves thrusting. The painting explodes with a dark, blind power. Even Goya’s bullfights are but a vague echo of this passion.


The apse leads us towards a falling aperture, called a shaft, to a meeting with the ultimate mystery.


It is a scene, or rather a drama, and as becomes an ancient drama, it is played out between a limited number of protagonists: a bison pierced by a javelin, a man lying on the ground, a bird, and the faded contour of a departing rhinoceros. The bison is seen in profile, but its head is turned towards the spectator. Intestines spill from its gut. The man, his image simplified as in a child’s drawing, has a bird’s head with a straight beak, four-fingered hands thrown out and stiffly outstretched legs. The bird, as though cut from cardboard, is placed on a stick of straight line. The entire image is drawn with a thick, black line and filled with only the golden ochre of the background. It is distinguished from the paintings of the hall of the bulls and the apse by its raw, almost clumsy facture treatment. It attracts the historian’s attention not so much on artistic grounds as for its iconographic expressiveness.


Almost all Franco-Cantabrian art is non-narrative. To present a hunting scene one must introduce man’s image. We do know some carvings of faces and human figures, but man is virtually absent from Paleolithic painting.


L’abbé Breuil viewed the scene in the shaft as a plaque commemorating a hunting fatality. The bison has killed the man, but the animal’s lethal wound was probably inflicted by the rhinoceros who joined the fight rather than by the javelin thrown at its back. Perhaps the immense stomach wound was produced by a simple stone-catapult whose vague outline protrudes under the animal’s legs. And finally, the stylized bird without beak and almost without legs is for Breuil a sort of funerary column such as the Alaskan Eskimos use to this day.


This is not the sole exegesis, and because it seemed too simple to the prehistorians, they gave free rein to their imaginations. One interpretation seems interesting and worth summarizing. Kirchner, a German anthropologist, boldly proposed that the scene did not depict hunting. The man on the ground had not died on an animal’s horns, he was a shaman in an ecstatic trance. Breuil’s interpretation did not account for the presence of the bird or the bird-shaped head of the prostrate man. These elements became the focus of Kirchner’s theory, which was based on the analogy between the civilization of the hunting tribes in Siberia and the Paleolithic civilization, and referred to the ceremony of cow sacrifice described by Sieroszewski4 in his work on the Yakuts. During this ritual three totems were indeed erected and crowned with figures resembling the bird from Lascaux. The Yakuts usually performed these rites in the presence of a shaman who would fall into a trance. Now we must explain the meaning of the bird in the ritual.


The shaman’s task was to accompany the soul of the sacrificed animal to heaven. After an ecstatic dance, he collapsed onto the ground as if he were dead; so he had to employ an assisting bird spirit, in whose nature the shaman participated, a fact emphasized by wearing a cloak of feathers and a bird mask.


Kirchner’s hypothesis is very striking, but it does not explain the meaning of the rhinoceros, which undoubtedly belongs to the scene, withdrawing peacefully as if proud of the crime committed.


Yet another reason that this scene is important and unique: it is one of the first representations of man in Paleolithic art. What a striking difference in the treatment of human and animal forms. The bison is suggestive and specific; one can feel not only the substance of its flesh, but also the pathos of its agony. The small figure of the man is extremely simplified, a barely recognizable sign of a man: a protracted, rectangular trunk with sticks for limbs. It is as though the Aurignacian painter were ashamed of his body, longing for his forsaken animal family. Lascaux is the apotheosis of those creatures which evolution left in their immutable form.


Man destroyed the order of nature by his thought and labor. He sought to create a new order through an array of self-imposed prohibitions. He was ashamed of his face, a visible sign of difference. He often wore masks, animal masks, as if propitiating for his own treason. When he wanted to appear graceful and strong, he changed his dress and became a beast. He returned to his origins, joyfully submerged himself in the warm womb of nature.


In the Aurignacian epoch the images of man take the form of hybrids with the heads of birds, apes, and deer: for example, in the cave of Trois Frères a human figure is dressed in animal hide and antlers, with large arresting eyes, which is why prehistorians call him the “god of the cave” or “the wizard.” One of the most beautiful etchings depicts a fabulous animal carnival. A crowd of horses, bucks, bison, and a dancing man with a bison’s head who plays a musical instrument.


The idea of an absolute, mimetic animal representation, inseparable from the picture’s magic function, was probably the reason the ancient painters began to use pigments. The ancient palette is simple and can be reduced to red and its derivatives, plus black and white. It seems that prehistoric man was unresponsive to other colors, like the Bantu tribe today. Anyway, the old scriptures of humanity, Veda, Avesta5, the Old Testament, the poems of Homer, are faithful to this limited perception of color.


There was a great demand for ochre. Prehistoric stores were found in the caves of Les Roches and Les Eyzies with traces of large-scale quarries in the Tertiary Sounds near Nantron. Pigments were formed from minerals: manganese was the base of black; ferrous oxides the base of red. Minerals were ground to powder on stone plates or animal bones like the buffalo shoulder-blades found in Pair-non-Pair. The coloring powder was stored in hollow bones or small sacks suspended from belts similar to those used by the Bushman artists6 before their annihilation by the Boers.


Pulverized pigment was mixed with animal grease, marrow, or water. Contours were drawn with a stone point; and the paint was applied by finger, fur-brush, or twigs. Sometimes it was blown through a special pipe: perhaps the technique used in Lascaux where large surfaces are covered by a coat of uneven colors. This procedure gives the effect of soft outlines, a grainy surface, an organic texture.


The surprisingly skillful painting and drawing techniques of the Aurignacian, Solutrean, and Magdalenian periods have led prehistorians to speculate that art schools existed in those times, removed from our own by many millennia. This seems corroborated by the development of Paleolithic art from the simple outlines of hands in the caves of Castillo to the masterpieces of Altamira and Lascaux.


The chronology of Paleolithic art is difficult to determine; however, more reliable dating may be based on the evolution of tools. In this thin span of human history (thin only for us, because of the lack of written materials and the small number of remains for the vastness of the epoch) the clocks measure neither hours nor centuries but tens of thousands of years.


The early Paleolithic, the era of reindeer and rational man, lasted some fifteen to twenty-five thousand years, terminating in the fifteenth millennium before the Christian era. It is divided into three periods: Aurignacian, Solutrean, and Magdalenian. The climate stabilized during that period, giving birth to Franco-Cantabrian civilization. The nightmare of glacial catastrophe—white ice masses moving in from the north, more devastating than volcanic lava—vanished. Yet this warming brought about the culture’s downfall: by the end of the Magdalenian era, the reindeer had migrated to the north. Man remained alone, deserted by gods and animals.


What is the place of Lascaux in prehistory? We know that the cave was not decorated at a stroke and that it contains a palimpsest of paintings from different millennia. Basing his findings on an analysis of style, Breuil decided that the main paintings were made in the Aurignacian period. Their chief characteristic was a certain kind of perspective. It is obviously not a convergent perspective, which requires a knowledge of geometry, but rather a “twisted perspective.” Animals are usually presented in profile while parts of their bodies—heads, ears, and legs—are turned towards the spectator. The bison’s horns in the shaft scene have the shape of a slanting lyre.*


The story of the discovery. It is September, 1940. France has fallen to the Germans. The Battle of Britain is approaching its climax. Far away, in the margin of events, in a forest near Montignac a scene from a novel for adolescents is taking place, an adventure which was to give the world one of its greatest prehistoric finds.


No one knows when a storm overturned a tree, uncovering the hole which excited the imagination of eighteen-year-old Marcel Ravidat and his companions. The boys thought that it was the entrance to an underground passage that led to the ruins of a nearby castle. Journalists invented a dog that fell into the hole, becoming the de facto discoverer of Lascaux. It is more probable that Ravidat had the soul of an explorer, though he cared less for fame than for treasure.


The hole was eighty centimeters wide and seemed as deep. But a stone thrown into it took an unusually long time to reach the bottom. The boys enlarged the entrance. Ravidat was the first to enter the cave. Someone brought a lamp, and the paintings buried underground for twenty thousand years were revealed to human eyes. “Our joy was unbounded. We performed a wild war dance.”


Fortunately the youths did not explore the caves on their own but called their teacher, M. Laval, who in turn summoned Breuil, who lived in the vicinity at the time and arrived nine days after the discovery. The academic world learned of the discovery only five years later, at the end of the war.


The boys deserve, if not a monument, at least a plaque no smaller than the one dedicated to Marie Martel, midwife and officier d’Académie. Their hometown Montignac became famous. And fame brought substantial profits. The town got improved bus connections, and a variety of cafés, with names like “The Bull,” “The Bison,” and “The Quaternary” multiplied, and more than twenty families now live on the sale of souvenirs. Perhaps Ravidat will open a restaurant and as an old man will sit around the fireplace telling the story of his discovery to the tourists; or he will get a degree in archeology. It is improbable that he will ever accomplish anything to rival this. To tell the truth, no one has heard of him since.


Less than a kilometer from the cave, a private prehistorical enterprise was built. The owners of a nearby meadow discovered something that resembled an entrance to another cave and found some insignificant fossils. They built a hut to contain these “exhibits” and in order to make the museum appear scholarly, decorated the walls with charts from which one can learn that there were four glaciations: Günz, Mindel, Riss, and Würm. A shrewd peasant, smelling of sheep’s milk cheese, is ready to provide further information on paleontology for one franc.


Because we live in doubting times, the authenticity of the cave paintings was questioned. It began in 1879 with the discovery in Altamira by Marcellino de Sautuola. The Jesuits were suspected of forging the paintings and bringing them to the attention of scientists, waiting for a debate to break out. Then they would reveal the deception to discredit the claims of the archeologists who were threatening to extend man’s knowledge beyond biblical interpretation. It took scientists twenty years after the discovery to establish the authenticity of Altamira.


Their skepticism is quite understandable if we recall the famous affair of the Piltdown skull7, on which the most prominent archeologists wrote for twenty years until it turned out to be a forgery. A forgery of genius, it was said, because it was prepared meticulously by someone who had access to collections of similar finds and knew the secrets of the laboratory.


The processes that can be applied to a piece of bone to render it “Paleolithic” are much simpler than painting enormous cave surfaces. The latter requires a team possessing both knowledge and extraordinary artistic talent. Besides, it would be an endeavor whose cost was utterly disproportionate to all profit.


What provokes most suspicion in the mind of the layman is that some reproductions, including those published soon after the discovery, differ in detail from the paintings to be seen in the grottoes. It is suspected that some details deemed essential by prehistorians were added. In magazine reproductions of the shaft scene, the prostrate man has no phallus. This fragment was simply obliterated by editors mindful of their readers’ moral sensibility. Since many Paleolithic statuettes and etchings are connected with fertility rites and emphasize and enlarge the genitalia, the whole affair is cleared up.


While visiting the Lascaux caves, I myself felt skeptical for a moment about the astonishing freshness of color and the perfect condition of the relics. But the explanation is simple. For thousands of years the caves were covered by earth so they remained in stable physical conditions. The humidity produced a translucent coat of salt that preserved the painted surfaces like varnish.


In the summer of 1952, while visiting the caves of Pech-Merle, the poet André Breton decided to solve the problem of authenticity by a simple experiment. He scratched a painting and, seeing that color came away on his finger, resolved that the work was a recent forgery. He was fined (for scratching, not for his beliefs), but the affair did not end there. The Societé des Gens de Lettres called for an investigation into the authenticity of the painted caves. L’abbé Breuil regarded this request as inadmissable in his report to the high commission for historical monuments. The method of scratching did not enrich the arsenal of archeological research on prehistoric art.


 




I RETURNED FROM LASCAUX by the same road I arrived. Though I had stared into what some call the abyss of history, I did not feel I was returning from another world. Never before had I felt a stronger or more reassuring conviction: I am a citizen of the earth, an inheritor not only of the Greeks and Romans but of almost the whole of infinity.


This is precisely human pride and a faith cast into the vastness of the heavens, space, and time: “Poor bodies that perish without a trace, let humanity be nothing to you; from the earth with its traces of the Aurignacian half-beast and traces of vanished kingdoms, feeble hands dig up images which, whether evoking indifference or understanding, testify equally to your dignity. No greatness can be separated from its support. The rest are passive creatures and thoughtless worms.”


The road opened to the Greek temples and Gothic stained glass. I walked towards them feeling the warm touch of the Lascaux painter on my palm.















AMONG THE DORIANS




The only harmony that gives the soul a perfect1


tranquility is the harmony of the Dorians.


ARISTOTLE








I TRIED TO CONVINCE Naples of the artistic merits of silence. In vain. Some aesthetics are based on noise. So I used a terrorist argument: “Listen, Naples, Vesuvius never sleeps. If a tremor should foretell disaster, no one would even hear it. Remember Pompeii’s fate. Of course, I don’t demand that you imitate its grave peace, but observe a little moderation, as Pericles recommended. I mention this name not without reason. For you border Magna Graecia.”


There were only two relatively quiet places: the Museo Capo di Monte and the elevator at the Albergo Fiore. The museum is situated in a large park on a hill, where the town’s murmur resonates like the voice of an old record.


I came to a halt most frequently at Mantegna’s portrait of young Francesco Gonzaga. The boy is dressed in a pale-pink lucco and cap, from which a fringe of evenly cropped locks protrudes. Maturity and adolescence contend for possession of his face. A sharp eye, a strong masculine nose, and a childish, puffy mouth. The background is a magnificent deep green, alluring like water under a bridge.


The elevator at the Albergo Fiore was also a work of art. Spacious as a bourgeois sitting-room with intricate golden ornaments, a mirror and a settee, upholstered in red plush, of course. The salon rises slowly, sighing all the way for the nineteenth century.


I stayed at the Albergo for patriotic reasons (the owner was a compatriot) and ulterior motives (it was cheap). Signor Kowalczyk had fair hair and an open Slavonic face. At night we talked over wine about the complexities of the war, the vices of Italians, the merits of the Poles, and the influence of pasta on the soul. When on the first day I confessed to him my dream of visiting Sicily, Signor Kowalczyk reached into his desk drawer and generously handed me an unused train ticket to Paestum which had been left by a tourist.


Paestum is not Syracuse, but it is still Magna Graecia. Without much regret I abandoned the possibility of visiting the Blue Grotto. I knew Capri, that “Island of Lovers,” quite well from a charming pre-war song; and I did not want to spoil my sense of it by confronting my ideal with reality. As it turned out, Paestum would have been worth the pilgrimage even on foot.


The Sunday train reaches Paestum almost empty. Most tourists get off between Sorrento and Salerno where they are greeted by small carts drawn by donkeys festooned with flowers.


From the station you follow a straight, cypress-lined road to the Gate of Mermaids, where you enter a town inhabited by high grass and stone. The Greek colonies in Italy were by no means peaceful oases. The mighty wall, in places seven meters thick, offers immediate evidence of this. From their stony, unyielding homeland the Greeks crossed “the wine-dark sea” on their quick ships to a country warmed by the fires of many generations. Ancient necropolises dating back to Paleolithic times attest to their presence.


The greatest period of Greek colonization occurred between the eighth and sixth centuries B.C.E. It was purely economic, thus differing from the previous wave of Greek expansion which reached the coasts of Asia Minor some centuries earlier and had a political basis—the pressure of the Dorians arriving from the north.


The first Greek conquests were unsystematic, piratical looting raids. A legend soon followed, claiming the lands before the first Greek cities had been built on them. For Homer the territories west of the Ionian Sea had been the domain of fable. But already poets were busy populating the foreign rivers, sea-coasts, caves and islands with Greek deities, mermaids, and heroes.


Odysseus, razer of cities was not a colonizer but a characteristic representative of the precolonial epoch. On his return from Troy, when he razed Ismarus, the city of the Ciconians, he was only interested in ship-worthy spoils—female slaves and treasure. No exotic charms could hold up his stubborn voyage to his stony homeland. The poetry of Hesiod shows even more clearly the attitude of the archaic Greeks, those noblemen tied to the soil, for whom the songs of wandering poets were often substitutes for travel.


Some ancient authors thought that the phenomenon of colonization was rooted in personal causes: a family quarrel or contested inheritance. One should not reject this explanation which points to underlying social transformations, the loosening of the strong tribal bonds prevalent during the time of the Trojan expedition. Thucydides and Plato give another interpretation that is both simple and convincing: lack of land. Sicily and the southern part of the Apennine Peninsula posed tempting prospects for agrarian and mercantile colonization.


However, these lands were not a no-man’s land. The Greeks won them from the Barbarians by sleight of hand or by force, with less cruelty than the Romans (those Prussians of the ancient world), though not without bloodshed. They were primarily concerned in securing coasts for their ports. Local populations sought shelter in the mountains, and observed the conquerors’ fat city with loathing. Cicero evocatively described the coastline as an ornamental band sewn on to the broad cloth of semi-barbarians, a golden band frequently stained with blood.


Poseidonia (Paestum in Latin) was founded in the middle of the seventh century B.C.E. by the Dorians who had been expelled from Sybaris by the Achaeans. The Greek settlements in Italy fought for hegemony as ruthlessly as in Greece itself. Attempts were made to unify southern Italy through a league of towns. This idea, as scholars have inferred from excavated coins, was to be furthered by the Pythagoreans from Croton2. It was they who turned the powerful city of Sybaris which at its peak counted one hundred thousand inhabitants, into a heap of rubble. The alliance of the Poseidonians with the victors was highly rewarded. Their wealth was based on the trade in corn and oil. Before too long, ten temples graced the town.


The temples were not just manifestations of a religious spirit or, as is ceaselessly repeated, the celebrated Greek love of beauty. Art, especially architecture, played an important role in the colonies by defining Greek identity against the surrounding peoples. A Greek temple on a hill was like a banner hoisted over a conquered land.


Greek civilization in Italy reached its zenith during the Periclean period in the sixth and fifth centuries B.C.E. The merchant towns became havens for scholars, poets, and philosophers; the latter gained considerable political influence. Both Croton and Metapontum3 were ruled by the Pythagoreans. Those who have read Plato’s Republic will not be surprised by the popular rebellion of circa 450 B.C. against the philosophers who used the worship of numbers as a pretext for ordering the compulsory registration of men, and used the occasion to imprison all those suspected of anti-Pythagorean sentiments. An ordinary citizen becomes impatient with abstraction; he prefers dull, bureaucratic corruption to sages.


Not far from Paestum was Elea, home of Parmenides’ philosophical school founded at the turn of the sixth century B.C. It succeeded the Ionian school as the second important link in Greek thought. Pre-classical Greek philosophy is from the colonies.


Perhaps it is naïve, though not implausible, to claim that the perpetual state of danger in the Greek polis caused the Eleans to preach the consolatory doctrine of the immutability of the world, the constancy of existence. But the still Eleatic arrow of Zeno was not proven by history.


Poseidonia was captured in 400 B.C.E. by the Lucanians from the surrounding mountains. Seventy years later, they were slaughtered by King Alexander of Epirus, the nephew of Alexander the Great, in a gesture of Hellenistic solidarity. After his death, the Lucanians regained control. Their occupation must have been brutal as even speaking Greek was forbidden.


The new liberators were the Romans, with whom the Greeks could easily consort. Paestum became a Roman colony supplying Rome with ships and crews. When the Republic was troubled (after the battle of Cannae4), the Poseidonians offered all the golden urns from their temples to aid the war. The Romans graciously refused and rewarded the colony with the privilege of minting its own coin.


Finally the god of the sea, Paestum’s patron, admonished his worshippers by raising the coastline. The local river, Silarus, lost its outlet and dissipated into marshland. Strabo complains about the bad air in the neighborhood. What the barbarians had been unable to do was achieved by malaria.


In the Middle Ages Paestum had become a caricature of a city, inhabited by a small Christian community housed in clumsy little dwellings built of ancient rubble clinging to the old temple of Demeter, which had been transformed into a church. In the eleventh century the decimated dwellers of the malarial city yielded to the pressure of the Saracens, fleeing eastward by the same path taken by the Lucanians in their flight from the Greeks.


In Capaccio Vecchio, where the Poseidonians found shelter, a church was erected, dedicated to the Madonna of the Pomegranate. The Madonna has the face of Hera. In May and August the inhabitants of the area form a solemn procession carrying to the church little barges decorated with flowers and candles, which resemble the Greek offerings to Hera of Argos twenty-six centuries ago.


In the middle of the eighteenth century, a road was laid in the vicinity of by then non-existent Paestum. Three Doric temples were discovered by accident, one of them among the best-preserved in the world: the Basilica, the Temple of Poseidon, and the Temple of Demeter. They were filled with a crowd of pious oaks.


A meal on the veranda of a modest trattoria, face to face with the art of the Dorians. One must dine with moderation, unhomerically, not to embarrass them. No hunks of meat or craters of wine. A bowl of salad with garlic will suffice, accompanied by bread, cheese, and a quarter liter of wine. The wine resembles Vesuvian Gragnano, but unfortunately it is a rather poor relative of this noble vine. Instead of an aoidos5, a Neapolitan tenor on the radio lures his beloved to Sorrento.


So I see them for the first time in real life, with my own eyes. In a moment I can go there and put my face to the stones to test their smell, pass my hand along the columns’ fluting. One must free oneself: forget all the photographs, diagrams, guides seen, all the lectures on the immaculate purity and loftiness of the Greeks.


My first impression borders on disappointment: the Greek temples are smaller, lower than I expected. They stand on a flat plain under an immense sky, which flattens them even more. An exceptional topographical situation, as the majority of sacred buildings were erected on hills and absorbed the lines of the mountain landscape, which gave them wings.


In Paestum, where nature refused to assist, one may study the Dorians in a cool, dispassionate manner. It is the proper approach for this most masculine architectural style, whose austerity is like the history of its northern creators. Thickset, solid, and athletic as befits an age of heroes chasing game with a club. The lines of the columns in particular display a clear musculature. The broad capital strains under the architraves’ weight.


The Basilica is Paestum’s oldest building, founded in the middle of the sixth century B.C.E. It was first thought to be a public building because its façade has an uneven number of columns, unknown in Greek temples. Its distinct entasis, the thickened middle section of the column, is the most visible evidence of its archaic age. It is covered with a mighty echinus shaped like a flattened pillow. The upper section of the column is slender in comparison to the base, which counters the impression of heaviness and the density of the vertical elements.


The delicate wreath of leaves between the stem and the capital is another detail—rare in Greek temples—which art historians claim to be of Mycenaean origin.


The columns, massive as the bodies of Titans, no longer support the roof, only the remains of the architrave and frieze. Wind and storms have severed the top of the Basilica. Fragments of triglyph and a moving trace of the anonymous builders: a U-shaped hollow made by a rope used to lift the sandstone.


To enter one must mount three steps intended for giants rather than people. Not everything in Greek art obeys human scale.


The temple’s interior lay-out is simple. The central area is an enclosed, rectangular chamber—called naos—dark as a ship’s hold. Once it accommodated a statue of the god with his thunderbolt at rest. It is a place for priests rather than worshippers, the distant echo of a subterranean cave.


The altars at the front of the temple indicate that sacrifices were celebrated outside. The peristyle and pronaos were too narrow for mass processions. For the majority of believers a temple was to be viewed from outside, and so Greek architecture concentrated on height, the spacing of columns, the proportions of the stone mass and placement of ornaments, rather than on new interior designs.


To the south of the basilica stands one of the most beautifully preserved Doric temples. Though originally ascribed to Poseidon, re-examination of its cult objects have reclaimed the temple for the wife of Zeus, Hera of Argos. Once thought to be the oldest sacred edifice in Paestum, it is now seen as the youngest of the preserved Doric temples of Poseidonia—a classic example of Doric style—built around 450 B.C.E., only several years earlier than the Athenian Parthenon.


The temple’s mass is compact, yet lighter than in archaic structures. Its proportions are perfectly balanced; the separate elements form a clear, logical whole. The Dorian artist worked in both stone and the empty spaces between the columns, shaping air and light in an Orphic text.


The horizontal lines are not perfectly parallel. Optical correction (an invention of the Parthenon’s architect, Ictinus of Miletus) was used to bend the straight lines inward, causing an effect of compression. The Dorian architects knew that to the viewer the top portion of the vertical columns would create an impression of a widening of the upward lines, a rending asunder of the temple. Hence, the external columns incline inwards. The temple of Hera departs from this rule through what a contemporary painter would call its facture treatment. The exterior columns are vertical, but their fluting leads the eye to produce the effect of an inward bend.




Despite these architectural subtleties, Hera of Argos has the ponderousness and austere necessity of old Doric buildings though it belongs to the classical era. The ratio of the columns’ diameter to their height is 1:5. The top sections of the capitals, the square abaci, almost touch. They are by no means a decorative element, for they actually support the triangular gable of the temple which is half the column’s height.


The temple of Demeter is at the southern edge of the town’s sacred zone. In fact, it was devoted to Athena. This was revealed by the recent unearthing of statuettes and an inscription in archaic Latin: Menerva. Constructed at the end of the sixth century B.C.E., its columns have the distinct entasis and flattened echinus of the Basilica. Apparently a pure example of Doric art.


Yet a pure architectural order rarely occurs outside of textbooks. Two Ionian capitals were recently unearthed in the temple of Demeter. Some art historians place the two styles in sharp opposition, as creations of divergent tribes and mentalities. The Doric columns are said to be masculine, heavy, expressing power, while the Ionian supports are feminine, full of Asiatic grace and lightness. In fact there was a mutual influence of styles—differences were less emphatic than the classifiers would like.


Paestum’s three temples represent the three epochs of the Doric order: the Basilica is archaic; Demeter covers the transitional period; Hera evinces the mature Doric style. For this alone, Paestum is worth visiting as one of the most important and instructive complexes of ancient architecture.


Noon: the asphodels, cypresses, oleanders stand motionless. A steamy silence shot through with crickets. The sacrifice of fragrances rises endlessly from earth to heaven. I sit inside the temple and watch the erring of shadows. It is not an accidental, melancholy wandering of darkness but a precise movement of lines dissecting the right angle. It suggests that Greek architecture originated in the sun.


It is more than probable that Greek architects knew the art of measuring with shadow. The north-south axis was marked by the shortest shadow cast by the sun at its zenith. The problem was to find a way to trace the perpendicular to that shadow and thus to find the basic axis, the holy orientation: east-west.


Legend attributes this invention to Pythagoras, emphasizing its importance with a tribute of a hundred slain oxen. The solution was brilliantly simple. In a right-angle triangle with a ratio of 3:4:5, the square on the hypotenuse equals the sum of the squares on the other two sides. This theorem, the torment of schoolchildren up to today, had immense practical consequences. If a rope marked with this ratio were stretched between three vertices so that the shorter side of the triangle overlapped the noon shadow, the perpendicular would mark the east-west direction. This triangle, called Pythagorean, was used to delimit the height and the spacing of columns.


It is not without significance that this triangle seemed to fall from the heavens, and therefore had a cosmic dimension. The architects of the Doric temples were less concerned with beauty than with chiselling the world’s order into stone. Like Heraclitus and Parmenides they were prophets of the Logos.


The beginnings of the Doric style are unclear. Vitruvius6, the architect of the emperor Augustus, probably relying on Greek tradition, provides a fairy-tale genesis which he traces back to Dorus, the son of Hellen and the nymph Orseis who once ruled Achaia and the entire Peloponnese. He asserts that the first builders did not know the correct proportions and “searched for such rules that would make columns beautiful and able to support great weights.” They measured a man’s footprint and compared it to his height. Finding that a foot equalled one-sixth of a man’s height, they applied this ratio to a column with its capital. In this manner, Doric columns began to reflect in architecture the power and beauty of a masculine body.


The northern invaders, the Dorians, used the experience of the peoples they conquered, the Mycenaeans and the Cretans. Through our deepening knowledge of archaeology and history, we have replaced the popular phrase “the Greek miracle” with a search for the rungs of evolution, the struggles and influences of many centuries. The basic plan of a Doric temple in all likelihood descends from the megaron, the central chamber of a Mycenaean palace. On the other hand it is the transposition of age-old wood building techniques to stone, as evidenced in such architectural details as the triglyph—which was once the carved fore-section of a roof beam. Of course, wooden structures have vanished along with three centuries of experiments.


The great epoch of stone construction from the beginning of the seventh century B.C.E. developed only due to structural changes in the economy and society. The Greek polis housed not only rich merchants, local landowners, but also impoverished masses and slaves who served as the main labor force in the quarries. From second-hand descriptions of working conditions at the gold and silver mines in Egypt and Spain, one may imagine something vividly reminiscent of forced labor camps. We should not fail to remember, says a British scholar, “the blood and tears shed over the raw materials of Greek art.” It has been suggested that these realities prompted the two worlds of Plato’s cave, and Tartarus and the sphere of the clear heavens where souls rid of their bodies reach a state of blessed peace.


A stone was not just a material, it possessed a symbolic meaning, was a venerated object as well as a divining tool. There was an intimate bond between stone and man. Promethean legend tells us that stones were blood relatives of men. They even retained the scent of the human body. Man and stone represent two cosmic powers, the movement of gravity and grace. A rough stone falls from the sky. Submitted to an architect’s toil, to the suffering of number and measure, it soars to the dwelling of the gods.


The following Orphic text leaves no doubt on this subject. It has a poetic beauty that makes it worth quoting:




The sun gave him a stone


capable of speech and truth


so people called it a creature of the mountains







It was hard strong black and dense


its sides were marked


with streaks resembling wrinkles







So he washed the wise stone in a living spring


clothed it in pure linen


fed it like a small child


made offerings as to a god







With powerful hymns he kindled life in it







Then he lit a lamp in his clean house


rocked it in his arms and held it up


like a mother embracing a son







You who want to hear a god’s voice


do the same


ask him about your future


for he will tell you everything in truth





A stone, excavated by prisoners of war, was dried in the sun, for water—as Heraclitus says—is the death of the soul. It was then taken to the building-site where the most difficult art of stone-cutting commenced. It was called the secret of architecture, and the Greeks were its peerless masters. Since no liquid mortar was used, the contacting surfaces had to fit perfectly. Even today the temples appear to be chiselled from a single stone. A balanced construction necessitated the knowledge of weights and the resistance of materials. The heaviest stones supplied the foundation while the hardest occupied the building’s upper reaches. The period of construction was comparatively short. Temples were erected almost at one stroke. Additions or corrections were rare.


The word “ruin” does not apply to a Greek temple. Even the most decayed are not assemblages of crippled fragments, a confused heap of stones. Even the half-buried drum of a column or a separated capital have the completeness of a finished sculpture.


The beauty of classical architecture can be expressed in numbers and the proportions of particular elements as they relate to each other and to the whole. Greek temples live under the golden sun of geometry. Mathematical precision carries these works like ships over the fluctuations of time and taste. With a slight twist of Kant’s view of geometry7, one could say that Greek art is apodictic, an imperative of our consciousness.


Symmetry, understood as both an aesthetic rule and as an expression of the order of the universe (and may we not say the same of the symmetrical fates in ancient tragedy), is based on a module reproduced in all units of the construction. “Symmetry originates in proportion, and the proportion of a building means measuring its elements as well as the whole according to one fixed module”, says Vitruvius, with Roman simplicity. In reality the matter is far from simple.


It is debatable whether the Doric temple’s module was its triglyph or the radius of its column. Some theoreticians see the prime proportion as the ratio of a column’s height to the entablature which contains the frieze, cornice, and architrave. The difficulty resides in the fact that architects working within the same order express this relation in different proportions. Vitruvius claims that the essence of Ionian style is a 1:6 ratio, while Alberti8 draws a 1:3.9 proportion for the same style. Moreover, an analysis of the buildings shows that theory did not coincide with practice.


One can explain that all values and measures were estimations due to the imperfection of tools and resistance of materials, but this does not clarify all the questions.


The search for an absolute canon, a unique numerical key to the structures of a given order, is an insipid academic game detached from reality and history. The orders evolved. This is clearly seen in Paestum when one compares the archaic Basilica with the mature Doric style of the temple of Hera. The height of the columns progresses from eight modules in the primitive order to eleven and later thirteen.


The quest for linear as opposed to angular proportions was another important error of the academic researchers, who torment defenseless blueprints with their rulers and triangles. They did not take into account either the height of buildings or the point from which they were viewed. Thus the theory of an angular denominator applied to Greek architecture clears up many misunderstandings and helps us to see the real significance of a canon in art. Canons were changeable values which varied according to the temple’s size. The ratio of entablature to column corresponded to the height and distance at which the building was to be viewed. Paestum’s sacred edifices were situated in its center and were viewed from a slight distance, which explains among other things the powerful entablature of the temple of Hera.


And so Greek art is a synthesis of reason and vision, geometry and the laws of the eye. This is also manifested in departures from the canon. Where a geometrician would draw a straight line, the Greeks introduce barely perceptible horizontal and vertical curves: the inclination of the temple’s base, the stylobate, and the inward bend of the corner columns. This aesthetic retouching gave a building its vitality—a truth utterly neglected by its classicist imitators. The Madeleine in Paris and Soufflot’s Pantheon compared to their original inspirations are like birds from an ornithological encyclopedia compared to birds in flight.


One might ask why the Doric, to our sense the most perfect of architectural orders, yielded to other styles. A Renaissance theorist explains: “Some ancient architects claimed that constructing temples in the Doric order should be abandoned since the style had wrong and improper proportions.” Later there were wide-spread discussions about triglyph spacing—so that they were placed over each column and interkolumnium, on the axis of column and interkolumnium, or at the corners of the frieze—though the problem was ornamental rather than structural. It was a sign that temples had ceased to be the sites of ritual. They became town decorations.


Doric art was linked more profoundly and strongly with religion than later architectural orders of Antiquity. It was visible even in its materials. The marble of the Ionian and Corinthian styles lent chill, stiffness, and pomp: the graceful gods lost their power. It was significant whether the offering to Athena was made in gold and ivory or in rough stone. For the Dorians this goddess was a nomadic princess, a blue-eyed girl with the muscles of an ephebe who could tame wild horses. Dionysus, once the patron of dark forces and orgies, changed into a jovial, bearded drunkard.


To reconstruct a Doric temple fully one should paint it in bright reds, blues, and ochre. The most ruthless restorer would wince at such an ordeal. We wish to see the Greeks washed by the rains, white, devoid of passion and cruelty.


For a complete reconstruction one must also recreate what went on in front of the temple. What is a temple without ritual? The skin torn off a snake, the mere surface of the mystery.


At dawn, when the deities of the heavens were worshipped, or at sunset or nighttime, when subterranean powers were the object of the cult, a procession headed by a priest approached the altar in front of the temple


“…Nestor, the aged lord of chariots9, washed his hands, handed out barley, and praying long to Athene, cut the hair from an animal’s head and threw it in the fire. Then the others at prayer threw the crushed barley grains before them. Suddenly the son of Nestor, the manly Thrasymedes, stepped forward and struck a blow; the axe cut the sinews of the neck and stunned the heifer. At this the daughters and sons sang out…


“Then they raised the animal’s head and held it far from the earth with its wide roads. Prince Peisistratus cut the throat; red blood gushed out, and the breath flew from the bones.”


So it was. Now excursions linger and a guide’s passionless voice gives the temple’s dimensions with an accountant’s accuracy, providing the number of missing columns as if to apologize for the ruin. He points toward the altar, but this forsaken stone stirs no emotions. If the tourists had any imagination, instead of clicking their Kodaks, they would bring an ox and slaughter it in front of the altar.


A brief bus trip gives absolutely no sense of what a Greek temple is. One must spend at least a whole day in the ruins to understand the life of stones in the sun. They change with the time of day and year. In the morning the Paestum limestone is gray, at noon—honey, with the sunset—scarlet. I touch it and feel the warmth of human flesh. Green lizards run across it like shivers.


The day declines. The sky is bronze. The golden chariot of Helios rolls down to the sea. At this hour, Homer says, “all paths darken.” In front of Hera’s temple the roses Virgil sang of—Biferi rosaria Paesti—decant10 their fragrance. The columns drink the sunset’s living fire. Soon they will stand in the darkening air like a charred forest.















ARLES
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THOUSANDS OF COLORFUL lanterns hanging over the streets cast a clownish hue on the faces of the people milling around. The open doors and windows are full of music. The squares spin like carousels. As if you have stepped into the middle of a huge feast. That is how Arles seemed to me on the night I arrived.


I had rented a room at the top of a hotel which faced the Musée Réattu in a street narrow and deep as a well. I could not sleep. It wasn’t the voices, but rather the town’s penetrating vibration.


I walked the boulevards towards the Rhône. “Oh, quick river, issuing from the Alps, rolling the nights and days alongside you, my desires are where nature leads you, where love leads me,” sang Petrarch. The Rhône is in fact powerful, dark and heavy like a buffalo. A bright Provençal night, cool, though with a hidden heat at its apex.


I return to the town center following traces of voices and music. How to describe a town that is not of stone but of flesh? It has a warm, moist skin and the pulse of a snared animal.


I drink Côte du Rhône at the Café de l’Alcazar. Only the color reproduction above the bar reminds me, that this was the subject of Van Gogh’s famous Le café de nuit and that he himself lived here in 1888, having arrived in Provence to capture a blue deeper than the sky and a yellow more dazzling than the sun. Do they remember him here? Is there anyone alive who saw him in the flesh?


The bartender informs me reluctantly that sure, there is one pauvre vieillard who can tell you something about Van Gogh. But he is not here at the moment; he usually comes in the morning and likes American cigarettes.


So I started my sojourn not with the Greeks and Romans, but with the fin de siècle.




The following day I was shown the old man at the Café de l’Alcazar. He was dozing over a glass of wine, propped on a cane, his chin resting on his clasped hands.


“They tell me you knew Van Gogh.”


“I did. Who are you? A student, a journalist?”


“A student.”


I see that I have blundered. The old man closes his eyes and loses interest. So I reach for the American cigarettes. The bait works. The man inhales with relish, empties his glass and looks at me attentively.


“You are interested in Van Gogh?”


“Very much.”


“Why?”


“He was a great painter.”


“So they say. I haven’t seen any of his pictures.”


His bony finger taps the empty glass. I fill it obediently.


“Well then. Van Gogh. He is dead.”


“But you knew him.”


“No one knew him. He lived alone, like a dog. People were afraid of him.”


“Why?”


“He ran around the fields with these huge canvases. Boys used to throw stones at him. I didn’t. I was too small. Three or four.”


“So you didn’t like him?”


“He was very funny. His hair was like a carrot.”


The old man suddenly bursts out laughing. He laughs long, heartily and with satisfaction.


“He was a very funny man. Il était drôle. His hair was like a carrot. I remember it well. You could see it a long way off.”


That is more or less the sum of the little man’s memories of the prophet.


I dined in a small restaurant off the Place de la République. The Provençal kitchen, which I got to know on a limited scale and in third-rate places, is magnificent. First comes a tin tray divided into compartments with hors d’oeuvres: green and black olives, pickled onions, endives, and spicy potatoes. Then a delicious fish soup, cousin of the queen of soups—the bouillabaisse of Marseilles, in simple words, a fish bouillon enhanced with garlic and spices. Sirloin fillet baked in pepper. Rice from the neighboring Carmargue. Wine and cheese.


More reproductions of Van Goghs on the wall: Le Pont-levis, Les oliviers, Le facteur Roulin. “A good fellow,” wrote the painter, “since he refused payment, we ate and drank together, which was more expensive…But that was nothing since he posed very well.”


The owner did not know the master, but he remembers a family story often told by his mother. One afternoon this crazy painter rushed into their vineyard shouting for them to buy a painting. They barely managed to shove him out of the gate. “He wanted only fifty francs,” the patron concludes with a bottomless melancholy.


During his stay in Arles and nearby St Rémy, Van Gogh completed hundreds of paintings and drawings. None remain in the city, whose citizens petitioned the authorities to place him in an asylum. The document was published in the local newspaper and may be seen in the Arlaten Museum, to the eternal disgrace of its authors. The grandsons would easily excuse their grandfathers’ cruelty, but not the fact that they let slip through their fingers the fortune now represented by the slightest sketch signed “Vincent.”


Time to start my more methodical sightseeing.


The fertile Rhône valley has attracted colonizers from time immemorial. The first to come were the Greeks, who founded Marseilles in the sixth century B.C.E. From its strategic and mercantile site in the Rhône delta, Arles began as a small trading post within that powerful Greek colony. Not surprisingly, few remains have survived.


The real growth of Arles and of the whole of Provence came in Roman times. The town was called Arelate and was planned with real Roman panache and urbanist talent. Its rapid development began when Marseilles, allied with Pompey, rebelled against Julius Caesar. The city was stormed in 49 B.C. with the aid of war ships built in the shipyards of Arelate.


New colonists came to Arles: the poor citizens of Latium and Campania, and the veterans of the VI Legion1. Hence the official, rather long name of the city: Colonia Julia Arelatensium Sextanorum. Perfect roads, mighty aqueducts, and bridges bound the conquered land into one administrative and political organism. After the cruelties of the conquest, the bounty of a new civilization descended upon Provence.


The cult of the good emperor Augustus is still alive on the banks of the Rhône, and people speak of him with as much affection as my Galician grandparents used to speak of Franz Joseph. The emperor’s beautiful head in the Arles collection of stone carvings is full of energy and gentleness. This sculpted portrait presents the young ruler with a beard worn like a black mourning band, commemorating his adopted father, the divine Julius.




The pagan sculpture collection is modest. It holds no masterpieces, nor even outstanding works like the Venus of Arles, a copy of Praxiteles’ statue found among the ruins of a theater in the middle of the seventeenth century and offered to Louis XIV. Some heads, sarcophagi, fragments of bas-reliefs, two charming dancers in flowing robes in which the wind has petrified. The best sculptures still harbor the Hellenic tradition, but many bear the stamp of a somewhat provincial, lumpish Gallo-Roman craft. Here one has the opportunity—not available in collections of masterpieces—of observing mediocre art, that semi-artistic handicraft, which, though void of genius, is solid and centuries later will flower as Romanesque sculpture.


The clock strikes noon. The keeper closes the lapidarium, comes up to me, and in a conspirational whisper offers to show me something that is not yet available to the public, but should impress me more than all the sculptures on display. I expect a newly-discovered Venus. We descend the winding stairs to the cellars. The torch lights up a wide vaulted stone corridor split by a low portico. It looks like a casemate or an entrance to an underground temple.


In fact it is a Roman food-store: Arles was both a mercantile and a military settlement. The underground storage-room is impressive. To dazzle me further, the keeper throws in some information about the disposition of particular products. “Here, where it was dry, they kept grain. In the middle, where the temperature was stable, casks of wine. Cheese ripened down there.” I don’t know how accurate this information is, but this simple man’s enthusiasm for Roman housekeeping is so great that I agree without protest. Now I know what excites the imagination of the descendants of the Gallic tribes. Not triumphal arches or emperors’ heads but aqueducts and granaries.


“And don’t forget to visit Barbegal2,” says the keeper in parting. “It’s a few steps from the town. Within walking distance.”


On a slope—what appear to be the remains of huge steps leading toward a non-existent temple of giants. Yet there is nothing sacred in the ruins, just an ingenius watermill with eight levels with water forming an artificial waterfall which moved the paddle wheels. In spite of its ordinary function, the structure is considered one of the most interesting artifacts of Roman stone architecture.


The most monumental memento left by the Romans is the amphitheater.


It was built on a hill. Two floors of mighty arches with Doric pilasters at the bottom and Corinthian columns at the top. A bare construction of Cyclopean boulders. No trace of “lightness and charm,” as a naive admirer of the Romans wrote. A place just right for gladiators and amateurs of strong emotions.


I am shown around by an invalid who lost a leg in the First World War. It is late autumn and tourists are scarce. He has just closed his ticket office and wants to chat with someone.


“The old days were better. I lost my leg on the fields of Champagne, and what’s my compensation? A miserable job. Under the Romans I would have had a house of my own, and a vineyard, a piece of land, and free tickets to the circus.”


“But in that circus people were torn apart by wild animals.” I try to spoil his pastoral image.


“Maybe somewhere else, but not in Arles. All sorts of professors came here and didn’t find a single human bone. Not one.”


All right, all right then. Sleep quietly, old veteran, who would so lightheartedly trade Foch3 for Julius Caesar and de Gaulle for Augustus. I did not expect that the Romans, who for me are “flat like a flower in a book,” could still command such vivid human emotions.


The amphitheater’s walls were so thick that during the barbarian raids the construction was turned into a fortress. Inside, streets were laid, with a church and some two hundred houses. This strange hybrid remained till the seventeenth century. Now the houses have vanished without a trace; the immense oval of the arena is covered with yellow sand. On this sand, in dazzling sunlight, I saw a bullfight. The famous Antonio Ordofiez “worked” with the bull in a cowardly and graceless manner. Thirty thousand spectators, that incorruptible judge of caesars and games, howled long, loudly, and with contempt.


The site of the muses, the nearby ancient theater is smaller, more private and “Greek.” The theater is really a pitiful ruin, with two protruding Corinthian columns, described by poets as embodying an ineffable purity and beauty.


Our forefathers were far less inclined than we to set up museums. They did not change old objects into exhibits enclosed in glass cases. They used them for new constructions, literally re-embodying the past in the present. That’s why a visit to a city like Arles, where epochs and stones intermingle, is more instructive than the cold didacticism of a systematized collection. Nothing can tell us more about the duration of human artifacts and the dialogue of civilizations than the sudden encounter with a Renaissance house, unacknowledged by guide-books, built on Roman foundations with a Romanesque sculpture over its portal.


For centuries the ancient theater was treated nonchalantly and turned into a quarry of ready-made sculptural fragments. It was even a battlefield for the old and new creeds; a fanatical deacon brought a crowd of believers to destroy this testimony of ancient beauty.


In Arles, the period of Roman glory barely lasted three centuries. In A.D. 308 Constantine the Great arrived with his court. What an ennoblement of the ancient Greek trading-post! A vast palace was built for the emperor, of which only the baths have survived. They were supplied with water from mountain springs seventy kilometers from the town.


A century later Emperor Honorius4 describes Arles as follows:


“This place is so conveniently situated, its trade is so animated, and the travelers who stop here so numerous, that it is easier to exchange products from all parts of the world here than anywhere else. Whatever the opulent East has to offer, or fragrant Arabia, Assyria or Africa, inviting Spain or fertile Gaul, you can find here in abundance, as if they were local products.”


Less than a century later, the Visigoths had conquered Arles and Marseilles.


Yet it was not a sudden descent into night, at least not for Arles, which remained a stronghold of the non-existent empire. The Roman walls and columns withstood the pressure of time. There were games held in the circus and performances in the theater up to Merovingian times. Unstopped by rubble, the fountain still trickled in the Forum. The apogee of barbarism came in the seventh and eighth centuries.


The power of the Roman provincial governors was taken over by the bishops and archbishops (a natural rather than a legal succession) called defensores civitatis by grateful citizens. One should not be surprised that in these times of turmoil, art ceased to be of first importance. Roman temples simply became the sanctuaries of a new creed. The Mother of Christ moved into Diana’s house.


Nevertheless, objects of considerable aesthetic value have survived from the period of invasions. They possess a certain symbolic character: they are the tombs.


They occupy a huge necropolis called Alyscamps (a corruption of elissi campi—Elysian Fields) reaching back to ancient times, an immense salon of death where the deceased held their rendez-vous. The world renown of this legendary place—it was claimed that Roland and the twelve peers of Roncevaux were buried there—gave rise to a rather macabre custom. The coffins of those who declared a wish to be buried in Alyscamps were entrusted to the waves of the Rhône. A special undertakers’ guild fished them out when they reached Arles, charging the so-called droit de mortellage for their services.


From the time of the Renaissance, Alyscamps was a real mine for lovers of bas-reliefs which were frequently stolen in order to decorate palaces and temple portals. Charles IX, the rapacious ruler, ordered a barge to be loaded with such a quantity of these priceless treasures that it sank to the bottom of the Rhône near Pont Saint-Esprit.


What remained forms part of the collection of Christian art displayed in an old church. The simplicity and beauty of the old sculptures contrasts unpleasantly with the bombastic Jesuit baroque of the interior.


Were it not for the subjects taken from the Old and New Testament and the Christian symbols, one could think that they were bas-reliefs from the late Roman era. The Crossing of the Red Sea (now in the cathedral) could easily be placed on a triumphal arch praising the heroism of Roman legions. The ancient tradition is vital until the end of the fifth century. It is then replaced by geometric ornaments, stylized leaves. Art begins anew with an alphabet of forms.


Only a small part of the immense field of the dead that was once Alyscamps has survived. Twelve funeral shrines have turned into rubble. The remains of the stone sepulchres seem to float along an avenue lined with old poplars toward the church of Saint-Honorat, built in Provençal style with a dome and octagonal spire and openwork windows in which fire once blazed. The dead steered toward its radiance like sailors toward a lighthouse.




Dans Arles où sont les Alyscamps5


Quand l’ombre est rouge sous les roses


Et clair le temps


Prends garde à la douceur des choses





The poet completely misses the mood of the place—where it is impossible to detect any sweetness. This collection of old stones and trees is austere and full of pathos, like a volume of history turned into marble.


It is curious that Provence, a country with both a distinct geographical physiognomy and a distinct civilization, did not create a strong political organism which would have aided its survival as a sovereign state. The rule of the Provençal dukes lasted five centuries (from the tenth to the fifteenth), yet it was constantly interrupted by foreign interventions: by the kings of France, German emperors, and the dukes of Barcelona, Burgundy, and Toulouse. This “eternal preface” (not only to Italy but also to Spain) shared the fate of all lands lying on a crossroads. It was too weak to resist its powerful neighbors. In addition, the hot temperament and anarchistic spirit of the Provençal people discouraged attempts at unification.


Arles was well-equipped in both the material and spiritual domains to become the capital of Provence. The city council was relatively strong and the voice of the local archbishops could be heard far beyond the city walls. Numerous ecumenical councils were held here and in the Middle Ages Arles was called the “Gallic Rome.” The crusades greatly stimulated trade and intellectual life. In 1178 when Frederick Barbarossa was crowned in Arles in the St. Trophime Cathedral, it seemed that the illustrious epoch of the Augusti and of Constantine would return.


If I say that this cathedral—counted among the great treasures of European architecture—is proof of Arles’s glorious past, this might evoke an image of a huge edifice dripping with ornaments. In fact, this church, dressed in a stern cassock of gray stone, squeezed into a row of houses, is so modest that but for the sculpted portal one could pass without noticing it. It is not a Gothic cathedral that slices the horizon like lightning and dominates its surroundings, but a building whose greatness resides in its proportions—rooted to the ground, squat but not heavy. The Romanesque style, particularly the Provençal Romanesque, is the true daughter of antiquity. It trusts geometry, simple numerical rules, the wisdom of the square, balance, and weight. No juggling with stone, but a sober, logical use of the material. One receives aesthetic satisfaction from seeing that all the elements are visible, uncovered to the observer’s eyes so that he can clearly recreate for himself the process of construction, dismantle and assemble in his imagination stone by stone, volume by volume, something that possesses such a convincing and overwhelming unity.


The portal is richly sculpted but the whole composition is controlled by the architect’s hand. Bas-reliefs emerge like whirlpools in a big river, but do not lose touch with the main current.


Above the main entrance, an oval aureole encircles a Christ in majesty, with a thick, semi-circular braid of tightly interwoven angels above him. A frieze with the Apostles. To the right—a procession of the saved. To the left—the dense, stout crowd of the damned. Between the columns resting on the backs of lions—the hieratic saints like uplifted tombstones. The entire composition is inspired by Graeco-Roman and early Christian sculpture.


Among the Old and New Testament scenes, somewhat to our surprise, we discover Hercules. What is a Greek hero doing on the Romanesque portal? Killing the Nemean lion. Yet it is not a misplaced page from mythology.


The Middle Ages knew no rigid division of epochs. Human history was a well-knit texture, a tapestry. The heroes of old returned to earth in images and legends to buckle down and labor in service of the new creed. The tireless Hercules combats sin in the figure of the Nemean lion.


The cathedral’s interior is a harbor of peace. The portal was a song of hope and fear; it led into a vestibule of eternal silence. The central nave and the side naves are narrow, which gives an illusion of height, but not of vertical lines flying into infinity. The vault is a full arch, like a rainbow above a landscape. Day penetrates through small windows in the thick wall, but the cathedral is not gloomy. It possesses an inner light, seemingly independent of any exterior source.


Abutting the cathedral there is a monastery with a central courtyard. A small boxwood garden, like a pond, surrounded by a cloister. It was built during the twelfth and fourteenth centuries, thus it is half Romanesque and half Gothic. Yet the Romanesque frame is so strong that at first one does not notice the mixture of styles.


Above the delicately drawn arcades rise the massive walls of the cathedral and the heavy graded roof of the monastery. According to all rules such surroundings should smother the monastery courtyard, deprive it of air, turn it into a stone-faced well. And it is incomprehensible how the masters of living stone managed to transform this cramped space into a garden full of delicate lightness and charm.


The sculptures decorating the cloister are of varying artistic value, but at least a few are undoubted masterpieces: especially St. Stephen, the first patron of the cathedral; Gamaliel6, the finder of his relics; and St. Trophîme. That Greek apostle with his beautiful flat face surrounded by a cascade of hair has an open mouth and huge, wise eyes which sink into one’s memory for ever.


Arles was the capital of Provence till the end of the twelfth century. The Cathedral of St. Trophime is the last edifice of the glorious epoch. Later the political center shifted to Aix, and economically Marseilles came to dominate its old rival. Since that time Arles has been a quiet country capital. A humid wind blows over it from the sea and the Camargue, the soaked Rhône delta where herds of wild horses and bullocks graze. A scorching breeze from the Alpilles brings the scent of lavender, heat, and almonds.


There are no big events. The emperor no longer comes to town. But the calendar is full of holidays, feasts, and bullfights. On such occasions Arles revives. The Boulevard des Lices teems with visitors.


On my last day in Arles, I went to pay tribute to Mistral7.


The Provençals remember him with the same keen sentiment as the good King René, the Andegavenian Duke, the Count of Provence—the last ruler to defend their independence. He was a typical member of the Mediterranean race. He liked and patronized music, painting, and spectacles. He wrote poems and was a decent jurist; mathematics and geology were also among his passions. Though historians cite his lack of political and military talents, legend does not bother with such trifles. The people of Provence will remember that le bon roi René introduced the cultivation of a new kind of grape—the muscat.


Mistral was the son of a peasant; his rule over Provence was truly regal. Moreover, he restored it to life. The poet’s father read only two books: the New Testament and Don Quixote. One needed the faith of a knight-errant to exhume the great poetry of the troubadours stifled for seven centuries—and to do it in a language ousted from schools and government and reduced to the level of folk dialect.


The beginnings of the Provençal revival were modest. Despite its lofty aims, Félibrige, an association founded by seven young poets in 1854, could have been easily transformed into a merry company of glass and gill worshippers, but for the genius and diligence of Frédéric Mistral, the félibre with the “Charming Glance.”


His first long poem Mireio, published in 1859, was received with enthusiasm not only by his friends but also by the highest literary authorities in Paris. This event decided the poet’s career and the fate of the movement. Mistral’s entry into literature was unusual. In the age of declining romanticism, there emerges a poet that is the embodiment of romantic ideals: a spontaneous folk singer writing in the tongue of the most perfect medieval lyrics. If he had not existed, he would have been invented, like Ossian.


Its very spontaneity, lightness, and natural charm guarantee the lasting value of Mireio. “I have conceived a love affair between two children of Provençal nature, different in their social status, and then entrusted this yarn to the winds and surprises of life…’ The poem could be called a folk Pan Tadeusz8, a rich presentation of works and days, beliefs, habits, and legends of the Provençal countryside. The critics’ enthusiasm was so great, that for the sake of comparison Homer, Hesiod, Theocritus, and Virgil were dragged down from the Pantheon.


The Provençal Virgil did not confine himself to poems and dramas. He edited “The Provençal Calendar,” a journal that outlived its creator; he worked on the systematization of Provençal spelling and compiled a work which today would require a team of specialists. Two thick tomes in quarto (more than two thousand pages) are entitled Lou Tresor dóu Félibrige ou Dictionnaire provençal-français. It is not an ordinary dictionary, but a real Provençal encyclopedia containing, apart from its impressive grammatical and lexical material, historical notes, descriptions of customs, beliefs, and institutions, as well as a collection of riddles and proverbs.


Mistral was not only an outstanding poet, but also a vigorous organizer. His dedication transformed Félibrige from a company of merry banqueters into an organization which aimed to preserve the language, freedom, and national dignity of Provence. This manifestation of cultural identity gradually changed into a semi-political movement. After many years every attempt is made to blur the contours of this confrontation.


In 1905 Mistral, the heir of the troubadours, received the highest literary award, not from the hands of a beautiful châtelaine, but through the bequest of the inventor of dynamite. With the Nobel Prize he founded an ethnographic museum devoted to Provence, which is still housed in the Hôtel Castellane-Laval, a Renaissance palace in Arles—the favourite city of the author of Mireio. Recalling his early days, he says: “In those naïve days I did not dream of Paris. If only Arles, which dominated my perspective like Virgil’s Mantua, would take my poetry for its own.”


The Place du Forum, despite its name, is small, quiet, with a cluster of trees in the middle. Two Corinthian columns and fragments of an architrave are built into the ugly wall of an apartment building—evidence of a better past.


In the square Mistral’s monument stands in the shadow of plane trees, a very accurate representation of the poet: a broad-brimmed hat (as if sculpted especially for pigeons), fine beard, waist-coat buttons, even shoelaces. The monument’s celebrated model participated in the unveiling cerenomy by reciting the first stanzas of Mireio, instead of a speech.


He lived to a ripe old age and fate granted him a peaceful death on the eve of a great massacre. At the end of his life he was already a living monument, receiving homage like Goethe in Weimar, not only from poets and snobs, but even from the President of the Republic.




His death proved his true significance for Félibrige. The organization began to wither, turn provincial, and disintegrate. Though meetings are still held, authors write, and magazines are published, they are but a distant echo of the enthusiasm and momentum of the first félibres. Provence is no longer the exotic country of the Romantics. Publishers in Paris are not waiting for a new Mistral. Was he the last of the troubadours?




And no one knows


Through what wild countries


This wandering rose returns.


















ORVIETO’S DUOMO






A POET-FRIEND SAYS: “IF you’re going to Italy, don’t forget to stop at Orvieto.” I check my guide-book. Only two stars. “What’s there?” “A huge square with grass and a cathedral. Inside the cathedral, The Last Judgment.”


Stepping from the train at the small station situated between Rome and Florence, you cannot see the town; it is many feet overhead and hidden by a vertical, volcanic cliff like an unfinished sculpture covered by rough canvas.


The funicolare deposits its passengers near Porta Rocca. There is still a kilometer’s walk to the cathedral, for the most important thing in town lies deep within its center and is revealed suddenly.


The cathedral stands (if this static verb befits a thing that rives space and makes you dizzy) in a wide square; in a moment the surrounding houses fade, one ceases to notice them. The first impression is no different from the last, the dominant sensation being the impossibility of assimilating this architecture.


Robbe-Grillet1, the master of inventories, would have written: “He stood in front of a cathedral. It was 100 metres long and 40 metres wide; the height of the façade along the middle axis was 55 metres.” Though such description is devoid of vision, the stone proportions assure us that we are in Italy, where the soaring Gothic of the Île-de-France was translated into a style entirely its own, but going by the same name because of the habit of chronology (according to which everything occurring at the same time must be given a common label).


In the Orvieto Cathedral museum, there are two pieces of parchment (yellowed and damaged, as though slowly consumed by fire) that fascinate art historians studying the thorny Fasadenproblem. Both drawings portray the same façade of Orvieto Cathedral and constitute a remarkable example of the evolution of tastes. The earlier one, bearing the inscription “manu magistri Laurenti” (“by the hand of Master Laurence” i.e. Maitani—though there remains some doubt about this) still follows the northern style. The stress is placed upon the central section of the elevation above the main portal; vertical lines and sharp-angled triangles prevail. The second drawing introduces substantial change. Both side elements of the attic are raised, horizontal lines appear, and the composition loses its loftiness; on the other hand, it sprawls confidently. But most importantly, the facade’s surface is significantly enlarged, so that color and ornament, in all their pride and splendor, may render the architecture utterly unreal.


Fourteenth-century Italians must have seen the French cathedrals as magnificent but alien works. The severe stone mass, the upward strain of vertical lines, the shameless nakedness of the skeleton and the austere ecstasy of stone surely offended the Latin fondness for the circle, the square, and the right-angle triangle—that is, for a sensual, slightly ponderous equilibrium. Perhaps it was a matter of skill as well as taste. The more chauvinist French art historians view Italian Gothic as a failed assimilation of their own discovery; Louis Reau cites Milan Cathedral, a work of many centuries and artists, as the most characteristic expression of Italian architects’ impotence.


For the Italians, the Gothic structures of the north were creations of a different spirit, and they viewed them most likely with a shade of terror, like termitaries. To Italians the façade was a colorful procession slightly overdone like an opera, with choruses of sculpture, mosaics, pilasters, and pinnacles. Orvieto is one of the most striking models of this pictorial architecture: hence one feels an ambiguous mixture of enchantment, embarrassment, and total immersion in a forest of colorful stones, weaving planes of brown, gold, and blue.


The façade’s oldest section has four sequences of bas-reliefs by many artists, mainly from Pisa and Siena: four great pages occupying a surface of one hundred and twenty square meters which, read from left to right, tell the story of the Creation, the genealogy of David, the lives of the Prophets, Christ, and the Last Judgment.


The story is full of both pathos and simplicity. One discovers that it is possible to render in stone the creation of light (the indicator finger of the Maker, the radiating lines, the upturned heads of the angels). The most beautiful scene is the birth of Eve. A rather portly long-haired God the Father takes a rib from Adam’s slumbering body. In the next scene we see the Mother of Mankind, her head bowed, full of purity and sweetness. Further on, the Prophets unwind their scrolls, demons drag trains of the damned, and the knashing of teeth mixes with the songs of the angels perched on the branches of genealogical trees.


A huge intricate rosette embroidered in marble seems more like an ivory trinket than a piece of monumental architecture. The façade’s planes are broken up not only by color but by a precision of detail worthy of a master of miniatures. If Orvieto Cathedral allows comparison to anything, it is to the first letter of an illuminated manuscript, to a high A thick with intoxication.


The disgusting habit of closing the churches at noon wastes precious hours in a carefully planned schedule. One is left with the options of a nap in the shade, a pasta debauchery, or an aimless stroll around town. I choose the latter.


The streets resemble mountain streams. Their current is swift, opening onto unexpected perspectives. One floats from the square of the Duomo down a sharp bend to the Quartiere Vecchio. The terrifying stillness of high noon. The shades are drawn; the town is asleep. The slow breathing of stones rises and sinks under the plaster of houses. Two black chairs at the gate like coffins leaning against the wall of the carpenter’s shop. The streets are deserted. Cats sleep on low walls. When touched, they open their eyes, their narrow pupils marking the tranquil noon like the hands of a stopped watch.


The remains of city walls lie between Porta Maggiore and Porta Romana. Here you have a bird’s-eye view of Umbria: Paglia’s sands sparkling in the sun, a blue hill across the river gently rising towards the sky at the edge of the blurred horizon.


Each Italian town has its color. Assisi is pink (if this banal word can summon the shade of slightly reddish sandstone). Rome impresses itself on the memory as terracotta on green. Whereas Orvieto is golden brown. One realizes this standing in front of the Romanesque-Gothic Palazzo del Popolo, a giant cube with a wide balcony on each floor, a flat roof bristling with merlons, and beautiful windows surrounded by columns and scrolls. The palace has a copper color but without sheen. The fire is inside—the memory of lava.


No matter how far one strays, one never loses the sense that the cathedral is just behind one’s back; its overwhelming presence ousts all other impressions. It is hard to imagine Orvieto (now an appendix to the cathedral) before the autumn of 1290, when Pope Nicolas IV attended by four cardinals and numerous prelates, “posuit primum lapidem” (laid the first stone), as the document states, and “incepta sunt fundamenta sacrae Mariae Novae de Urbeveteri, quae fuerunt profunda terribiliter” (a beginning was made with the foundations for the sacred church of the Maria Novella, which were terribly deep). Twenty years after the construction was initiated a prominent sculptor and architect by the name of Lorenzo Maitani was summoned from Siena. He corrected the construction errors, strengthened the walls and greatly influenced the shape and color of the façade. The great builder remained in Orvieto until his death, though he occasionally traveled to Siena or Perugia to repair the aqueducts.


The question of the Duomo’s authorship is as pointless as the question who designed a town (a town, not a factory settlement) which grew through the centuries. After the mythical Fra Bevignate, the hand of Lorenzo Maitani had a deciding influence on the cathedral’s conception, but after him followed Andrea Pisano2, Orcagna3, Sanmicheli4, and these great names are like golden nuggets in the sand, for over the centuries the cathedral was worked on by more than thirty architects, one hundred and fifty sculptors, seventy painters, and almost one hundred mosaic specialists.


The muses were not silent, though the times were by no means peaceful. The town was one of the hotbeds of heresy, but it was at the same time, by virtue of historical irony and thick walls, the frequent refuge of popes. The Guelph clan of the Monaldeschi fought against its Ghibelline faction, the fans of empire who were expelled from the town while the sculptors were illustrating Genesis. According to a reliable witness, the author of The Divine Comedy, both families suffer in Purgatory along with the kin of Romeo and Juliet. There were prolonged battles for power in the town, and Orvieto was also occupied by the Viscontis. In a word, it shared the fate of other Italian towns—in Dante’s words, the fate of dolore ostello, “the inn of suffering.”


The only restaurant with a view of the cathedral is as expensive as anything that neighbors on monuments, since you pay double for the shadow of a masterpiece on your spaghetti. The proprietor is thin, talkative, with a long turkey neck.


He: a lei Piace? (pointing towards the cathedral)


I: Molto.


He: (con fuoco) La facciata questo Figlio del cielo e della terra.


I: Si.


He: Qual miracolo di concentrazione…qual magistro d’arte!


I: Ecco!!!


Thus we talked about art.




On the menu I find a wine named after the town. The padrone praises it more warmly than the cathedral. Drinking “Orvieto” can be considered a cognitive act. It comes in a small fiasco with a cold haze, brought by a young girl with an Etruscan smile—a smile that resides in the eyes and the corners of the mouth, bypassing the rest of the face.


It is more difficult to describe a wine than a cathedral. It is the color of straw and has a strong, elusive aroma. The first sip is rather unimpressive. The effect starts after a moment. The well-like chill flows down, freezing the intestines and heart while the head blazes—quite contrary to the recommendation of a certain classicist. The sensation is enchanting; and I now understand why Lorenzo Maitani stayed in Orvieto, became a citizen; and not an honorary one, for he was obliged to race across the wooded Umbrian hills with a lance in defense of his adopted patria.


To enter the cathedral is yet another surprise, so much does the façade differ from the interior—as if the gate of life full of birds and colors led into a cold, austere eternity. The Duomo is a three-nave basilica with the accent on the main nave, leading to a massive apse. Powerful columns joined by cradle arches support an architecture in which sparse Gothic ornament is set in a Romanesque design, without the combination of entwining arcs so prevalent in the French school. The vault is almost flat, so the soaring walls of the façade are nothing but a mask. To the right of the altar there is another chapel, of the Madonna di San Brizio, containing frescoes painted by Fra Angelico and Luca Signorelli5.


The art of the fresco is ancient and noble by virtue of tradition and technique. The cave paintings of southern France, painted when herds of reindeer wandered across the country, are really frescoes too.


The technique, as though following intrinsic rules, has not substantially changed from Antiquity to our time. Bound to architecture, a fresco shares the fate of walls. It is organic like a house or tree. Subject to life’s natural law, it is consumed by senility.


The decoration of walls must be permeated with a sober craftsmanship. In the preparation of mortar, the knowledge of walls is as important as the right process of painting. The lime base must set for a long time before it is mixed with washed river sand. At the same time, the sun must warm the lime in which the colors will be mixed: the black of carbonized wine shoots, soil, vermilion, cadmium. The chemical chain runs from the dampened wall to the air through three layers of mortar. The surface is varnished with salt.


The frescoes in the chapel of Madonna di San Brizio were begun by Fra Angelico, who came with three disciples to Orvieto in 1447. He stayed only three and a half months before being summoned to Rome by Pope Nicolas V. For some years the ambitious city council tried to persuade Pinturicchio6 or Perugino7 to complete the work. Finally in 1499, after fifty years of attempts, they reached an agreement with Luca Signorelli, a disciple of Piero della Francesca, a sixty-year-old painter at the height of his fame who came to Orvieto to sign the contract for the major work of his life. The Latin agreement shows a slightly awkward but beautiful managerial concern for the job: “omnes colores mittendos per ipsum magistrum Lucam, mittere bonos, perfectos et pulchros” (“the master himself will apply all the colors—good, perfect and beautiful”) and Luca is obliged “facere figuras meliores aut pares, similes et conformes aliis figuris existentibus nunc in dicta capella nove” (“to make the figures better or equal, similar to other figures already existing in the said chapel”). At the end, a commission is appointed to appraise the artistic result.


At the top of the vault, Fra Angelico left a seated Christ and his Apostles. Both compositions are rather stiff and hieratic, as though the painter (or his disciples) overused the compass and lead wire which measured the perspective. Signorelli filled a similar space with an equal number of figures according to his predecessor’s design, but his coro dei dottori8 promises a drama. The draperies hold nerves and muscles, not dead fibres. This detail reveals Master Luca’s primary passion: the representation of the human body in action, and he accomplished this fully in the vast planes between the arches of the vault. The Coming of the Antichrist, The Story of the End of the World, The Saved and the Damned, are told in a severe and somber language worthy of Dante. That must be why a British art historian, by no means of spinsterish tastes, calls that great master “virile but somewhat harsh and unsympathetic.”


The favorite disciple of Piero della Francesca was not a great colorist. On the walls of St. Francis’s church in Arezzo his master inscribed a transparent world permeated with light. Signorelli elevates sharp accents, chiaroscuro, and volume above the space of gently sifted planes, and his light always comes from the outside. Objects and men are vessels of darkness.


Predicazione del Anticristo (“whose coming is after the working of Satan, with all power and signs and lying wonders”) is set in Jerusalem, but the background architecture is Renaissance, as if designed by Bramante9. Under distant arcades there are black figures with lances, like rats walking on their tails. In the foreground, he “who will come in secret and by treason obtain the Kingdom.” He has Christ’s face, but a demon hides behind his back. He stands amidst a crowd in which the iconologists have discovered Dante, Boccaccio, Petrarch, Raphael, Cesare Borgia, Bentivoglia10, and Columbus.


To the right, one step forward (as if on a proscenium) stands the narrator, master Luca. His hat is crammed on his head, a loose coat and black stockings on muscular legs. His face is strong, as if taken from Breughel’s peasant portraits. His eyes are firmly fixed upon reality. One can easily believe Vasari, who said that Luca followed his son’s coffin without shedding a tear. Beside him Fra Angelico dressed in a cassock gazes inward. Two glances: one of a visionary, the other an observer, and to strengthen the characterization, Luca’s hands are clasped tightly, while the Angelic Brother’s delicate hand gestures hesitation, fingers in dubio. Their shoulders touch in San Brizio Chapel though they are divided by half a century. We are in the times when solidarity was the rule. It was not an accepted practice to portray an artistic predecessor as a fool.


The Resurrection of the Flesh takes place on a plain as flat as a tabletop. Above, two handsome angels, their feet firmly resting on air, blow their trumpets: “And his feet like unto fine brass, as if they burned in a furnace; and his voice as the sound of many waters.” The second birth, the exit from the womb of the Great Mother, is painful. The scene is flavored with eschatological humor, the laughter of skeletons watching a man assume his body. A surprising detail: Signorelli, who was a master of the nude, seems to have a rather fantastic notion of osteology—the pelvis resembles a wide belt with four holes in the front.


Finimondo is a fresco of immense dramatic power. On the right, the doctors dispute while the sky already blazes. “And the angels took the censer, and filled it with the fire of the altar, and cast it into the earth: and there were voices, and thunder, and lightning and an earthquake.” On the other side of the arch where the fresco unfolds are gathered men and women with children in their arms. The first victims lie on the ground; their bodies have the final stillness of objects. Overhead rise the frayed gestures of the fugitives.


Berenson rightly attributes the Renaissance fondness for the nude not only to the love of touch, movement, but also to the requirements of expression. Naked bodies evoke emotion like nothing else. The Damned burns our skin, makes us taste ashes on our tongue and fills our nostrils with the yellow odor of sulphur.


The scene is crowded and lacks perspective like Matejko’s Battle of Grunwald11. Naked bodies are squashed together as in a cellar during an air-raid. They are not separate entities but the mass entanglement of opposing actions, the blows of the henchmen, countered by the defensive gestures of the victims. Fascinated by movement, Signorelli understood its physical and metaphysical consequences. He knew that every action contains the seed of death and that the world’s end is a final explosion and consummation of accumulated energy. Many years before Galileo and Newton, the Quattrocento painter’s dry and objective brush defined the laws of gravity.


The sky over the damned is a study of various states of equilibrium. The three angels are balanced triangles with wings. Two bodies are deformed by a free fall. Satan with a hefty woman on his back glides down like a bird struggling in the wind. A true history of science must not neglect the studies of space, movement, and matter in fifteenth-century painting.


Finally, one must fling this blasphemy against the authors of handbooks: the Orvieto frescoes are much more impressive than Michelangelo’s frescoes in the Sistine Chapel. Michelangelo was undoubtedly familiar with and influenced by the San Brizio paintings, but his vision is marked with overripe beauty, and his too flexible and unrestrained language entwines objects rather than lends them expression.


Great poets seldom find their match in illustrators. Dante found an adequate interpreter in Luca Signorelli. San Brizio Chapel contains eleven small frescoes relating to The Divine Comedy, in addition to several portraits of poets and, significantly, Empedocles, emerging from a medallion’s black background as if from the depths of Etna. Reliable scholars have discovered that they illustrate fragments of the first eleven cantos of the Purgatorio. Not without trouble and doubt. For example, the first illustration portrays Dante kneeling in front of a figure in a flowing robe. The corresponding verse refers to l’uccel divino, the divine bird or angel. But the image is without wings, causing the sober-minded iconologist Franz Xaver Kraus to mutter a troubled “Zweifelhaft12.” By the way, jokes about iconographers are suited to our times (form has expelled meaning).


The bus twists its way towards the station and the town disappears from sight just beyond its gate. You don’t see it again until you’re on the train. Il Duomo rises over everything like the raised hand of a prophet. For the time being, The Last Judgment is imprisoned under the vault of the San Brizio Chapel and will not be visited upon the town. In the honeyed air Orvieto sleeps peacefully, like a lizard.















SIENA




for Konstanty Jele[image: image]ski—the Alexandrian








FROM MY WINDOW in the Tre Donzelle* the view of Siena is limited to dark courtyards, a cat on a parapet, and a display of washed linen. I go out early to see if Suarez was right when he wrote that Siena smells of boxwood in the morning. Unfortunately, it smells of car excrement. What a pity there are no conservers of smells. What a pleasure it would be to stroll around Siena, the most medieval of Italian towns, in a cloud of Trecento.


If the gods protect one from organized tours (through insufficient funds or strong character), one should spend the first hours in a new city traipsing around, following the rule: straight ahead, third left, straight ahead, third right. One can also follow the curve of a sickle. There are many systems, all of them good.


Now I am walking down a narrow street; it falls rapidly, then all of a sudden starts to climb. A leap of stones—a moment of balance—then another fall. I have been walking for over half an hour without coming across any historical monument.


Siena is a difficult town, justly compared to creations of nature—a jelly-fish or a star-fish. The pattern of its streets shares nothing with the “modern” monotony and tyranny of the right angle.


The Town Hall Square (if one can use this slighting term for the seat of government) called the Campo, has an organic contour resembling the concave of a seashell. It is one of the world’s most beautiful squares, unlike any other and for that reason difficult to describe. It is surrounded by a semi-circle of palaces and houses whose ancient red bricks appear a faded purple. The Town Hall consists of three perfectly harmonized blocks, with its middle section raised one story higher than the others. It is austere and would resemble a fortress, were it not for the musical rhythm of the Gothic windows with their two small, white columns. The spire is tall,* its top white as a flower—so the sky appears saturated with blue blood. When the sun is behind the hall, over the Piazza del Mercato, an immense shadow like the hand of a clock sweeps across the Campo. The spire is familiarly called Mangia, after the nickname of the medieval bell-ringer who was later replaced by a mechanical device. From its top one can survey the town with the perspective of a swallow or an historian.


In aristocratic times powerful families sought mythological antecedents; later this habit was inherited by democratic towns, who invented their illustrious founders. The rich imagination of the Sienese made them claim descent from Senius, son of Remus, who was said to have sheltered here to avoid the wrath of his uncle, the founder of Rome. To this legend Siena owes its emblem: a she-wolf. The bolzana or banner of the town is black and white; these heraldic colors perfectly represent the impetuous temperament and contradictory character of the Sienese.


Because the surrounding soil does not contain Etruscan remains, it is assumed that the town was founded as a Roman colony about thirty years B.C. Governed in the Middle Ages by the Longobards and Franks, the town flourished under the patronage of bishops, and later during the increasingly open resistance of its citizens to the feudal descendants of the invaders, who camped in fortified Tuscan hawks’ nests like Monte Amiata, Santa Fiore, and Campagniatico. They were ruthless pillagers; it is no wonder that Dante cast Umberto from the Aldobrandeschi family to wail in one of the cave mouths of Purgatory.


City councils grew in force so quickly that by the thirteenth century the Sienese podestà threatened to chain a mighty representative of the Ardengheschi family in the market-place “like a butcher’s dog” if the nobleman failed to halt his violence.


Nevertheless, it would be incorrect to imagine that the Republic of Siena was the embodiment of democratic ideals. The aristocracy possessed great influence and, highly unusually, the milites et mercatores sieneses1 were of aristocratic origin. Members of the Tolomei family claimed, with Tuscan megalomania, to be the offspring of Ptolemy. In fact, the most powerful bourgeois families—Buonsignori, Cacciaconti, and Squarcialupi—descended from the German invaders. Liberated from the pressure of helmets, their heads adapted well to accountancy; the warriors’ bronze soon yielded to the precious metals of bankers. These demilitarized merchants undertook long expeditions throughout Europe, surpassing even the Jews in the silver trade. They became the Pope’s bankers, which brought them large revenues and useful church sanctions against recalcitrant debtors.


So was Siena siding with the papacy? No. To explain, one must go to history: the struggle between the Guelphs and the Ghibellines, of course.


At first (in the twelfth century), these names signified two German political factions: the Guelphs stood by the princes of Saxony and Bavaria, while the Ghibellines supported the Hohenstaufen. Carried over to Italy, the rivalry kept its name but changed its meaning. From a local conflict it grew into a problem of universal significance: the struggle between the papacy and the Emperor.


At the beginning of the twelfth century Siena faced its destiny: a choice between submission or difficult independence. Florence became its chief adversary, not only because of historical intricacies but also geo-political position); from this time onward both communities hated each other and “fought with sword and word in refined ferocity, harassed each other in stories, legends and poetry.” The map of Italy tells us that this confrontation was inevitable. The city of the she-wolf blocked Florence off from the Via Francigena—the shortest route to Rome. Both cities fought for access to the sea. In Tuscany there was no room for a powerful Florence and a powerful Siena.


An historian justly notes that as Florence officially sided with the Guelphs, Siena had no choice but to side with the Ghibellines. But this is just a scholarly distinction. In fact the names of medieval parties were as misleading as are the names of contemporary ones. Guelphic Florence often participated in anti-papal leagues; and Sienese bankers could not be very serious Ghibellines, being tied to Rome through golden threads of interest. When Charles IV, officially an ally, threatened Siena’s independence, he was promptly taught a lesson despite his imperial titles.


Besides, both cities had Guelph and Ghibelline followers and these designations often referred to traditional adversaries: like the Montecchi and the Capuleti, who for generations showered each other’s gardens with stones, cut off the ears of their enemy’s confidants, and in dark alleys silenced the hearts of their enemy’s kinsmen with daggers.


The external policy of each Italian state (and an Italian polis was a state) is much more comprehensible and logical than their internal workings, and studied now, it resembles an old clock which stopped centuries ago. The Sienese power structure was complex and changed substantially in the course of time. The rule of the Twenty-four, which lasted up to 1287, was an expression of a precarious balance of social forces which oscillated between timocracy and democracy.


The Council, or the Signoria, was elected for a short period and functioned as a cabinet. Its members were equally divided between the milites and representatives of the people’s party. These divisions did not imply class distinctions. Since the term “people” was invented, there have always been those who claimed to best represent its ambitions.


The Consiglio Generale della Campagna, or parliament, was composed of three hundred of the city’s most prominent residents, who elected the Signoria every two months. They also chose the podestà and guarded him like an elderly miser guards his young wife. The podestà, the highest officer of state (like the king in a constitutional monarchy, an honorary position rather than an office), was usually a foreigner. Elected annually, he was prevented from obtaining absolute power by a multitude of superstitious regulations. The financial administration, called Biccherna, and Gabella, the administration of customs, were entrusted to the monks of San Galgano and Servi de Maria—as the best guardians of gold are those who have taken a vow of poverty.


On September 4, 1260, Siena lived its finest hour—routing the strong Florentine army of thirty thousand men near its walls at Monteaperti, “che fece l’Arbia2 colorata in rosso.” The river flowed with blood, sang the poet. There are many contradictory accounts of the battle; if the truth be told, the chaos of every battle combat is systematized post factum by generals, politicians, and chroniclers, who herein show the fine human longing for rational order and the casual explanation of events of their very essence obscure. All the bells tolled in Siena. Clouds of ravens and vultures swarmed above the battlefield. Processions circled the city, and the proud banner of Florence was dragged through the mud tied to the tail of an ass. That night Siena sweetly dreamed of Florence in ruins.


But fortune soon turned its back on the city of the she-wolf. The death of Manfred, the last Hohenstaufen, who had sent his cruel, blond riders to the city’s aid, marked the downfall of the Ghibellines throughout Italy. The staggering career of the gold florin became Siena’s economic defeat.


A radical change in policy followed in the city so faithful to the imperial idea. The rule of the Twenty-four gave way to the Noveschi, the Nine, who were selected from the prosperous merchants of the Guelph party. Thoroughly businesslike, unadventurous and peace-loving, the government ruled from 1287 for nearly seventy years. A lot of buying was in fact done. During this period the cathedral was built, Duccio3 painted his Great Maestà, and Ambrogio Lorenzetti4 told the story of the sweet life under good leadership in his great fresco.


But the internal feuds continued until the Black Death reconciled the contestants. The terrible plague swept like a flame through Europe, carrying away one-third of its population. It broke out in 1348, casting an ominous shadow on the flourishing civilization. Historians of Sienese art divide it into the periods before and after the epidemic. “There was a gap, a hiatus in history. Everywhere construction work in full swing was halted.” Another scholar adds: “The great epoch of cathedrals and crusades ended in decay and terror.”


“…Some of the sufferers died from want of care, others equally who were receiving the greatest attention…. No constitution was of itself strong enough to resist or weak enough to escape the attacks; the disease carried off all alike and defied every mode of treatment. Most appalling was the despondency which seized upon anyone who felt himself sickening; for he instantly abandoned his mind to despair and, instead of holding out, absolutely threw away his chance of life…. they perished in wild disorder. The dead lay as they had died, one upon another, while others hardly alive wallowed in the streets and crawled about every fountain craving water…. for the violence of the calamity was such that men, not knowing where to turn, grew reckless of all law, human and divine. The customs which hitherto had been observed at funerals were universally violated, and they buried their dead each one as best he could.”


This is not a fragment of an Italian chronicle but an excerpt from The Peloponnesian War. However, Thucydides’ words paint equally well the terror of the epidemic in Siena, which claimed three-quarters of its inhabitants.


The fall of the Nine deepened the anarchy in this most insane of Italian towns, threatened continually by powerful condottieri like the terror-sowing Sir John Hawkwood6, alias Acuto.


Violent, frequent changes of government usually give birth to numerous, quarrelsome political parties. Siena was no exception. A victorious faction often expelled supporters of the defeated side. Thousands of political emigrants, the fuoriusciti, wandered like Dante across Italy.


Emigration conserves political ideas; and one can read with astonishment that Pandolfo Petrucci7, the homebred tyrant who granted Siena its last period of stability, continued to support the Noveschi party a hundred years after its expulsion from the city.


Accompanied by a group of emigrants, Pandolfo conquered Siena and consolidated his position as its autocratic leader, Il Magnifico. Historians differ in their judgment of him. Machiavelli liked Petrucci because he loved his fatherland and was shrewd, crafty, and used his dagger and poison as one uses medicine—as needed. He managed to halt temporarily the carousel of factions and could sustain a defeat: he was briefly exiled by his mortal enemy, Cesare Borgia. During the fifteen years of his rule, he constantly maneuvered between the papacy, Florence, and France. Was he a great man? He certainly could not match the Medici. He was a Magnifico on the Sienese scale. The clocks of the city struck mercilessly: you will be provincial.


He also failed to measure up to the Medici because his offspring were unremarkable and his idea of an hereditary tyranny came to nothing because his boys had feeble minds and were lustful hooligans.


Although the sixteenth century started favorably for the city of the she-wolf (Pandolfo Petrucci did not die until 1512), Siena’s death throes were unavoidable. This time its support for the emperors did not prove healthy for the republic. Charles V, the King of Spain, taking advantage of internal disorder and allegedly in order to reconcile the partisans, seized the city. He installed a governor-general and—horror of horrors—built a fortress within the walls for the Spanish garrison. With the aid of the French, the Sienese managed to dislodge the Spanish; but the city fell under siege, thus opening the final chapter of its history as an independent republic.


The Florentine army approached the gates of the city, reinforced by the cruel Spaniards, who spread universal terror. The neighboring villages were burned and trees laden with hanged men. Messer Blaise de Montluc8, a colorful figure, Gascon by birth, Sienese by choice, a rogue and womanizer, barricaded himself into the city.


The siege lasted from the beginning of 1554 until the spring of 1555. Despite general hunger, the defense was heroic and continued even after the defeat of Marshal Strozzi, the commander of the French forces supporting Siena. Women also engaged in the fighting. Although mice and rats were the only available food, the defenders staged a sumptuous carnival. Siena died in style. Finally, on April 2, the act of surrender was signed. Quite an honorable one, as it included a clause allowing those who did not wish to live under the new rule to leave the city. The exodus commenced: a long file of prominent citizens, wagons crammed with possessions, and finally the defenders themselves, marching to the sound of drums under flying banners. An ecstatic Montluc cried: “Vous êtes dignes d’une immortelle louange9.” A fitting funeral oration.


None of this can be seen from the top of the spire. But the Town Hall looks exactly as it did when it housed the Noveschi meetings; the same black and white cathedral, churches, bell-towers, palaces like huge dark rocks in a flood of piled-up houses, a net of narrow streets snaring three hills and contracting around the Campo like wrinkles around an eye. One can also see the gates and walls which do not tightly encircle the town, but hang loosely around it like a belt on a fat man who has suddenly lost weight. In its glory, Siena’s population was three times its present size.


Beyond the wall the Tuscan landscape:




…Smoke from shepherds’ fires stands motionless


Above the flame, ductile and white; no one knows,


Whether angels descended among


Plum-coloured hills to shake down silver olives


Or whether…


Jarosław Iwaszkiewicz10





Before I came to Italy, I thought that the old masters were not realistic and that their landscapes were like operatic scenery. In fact they depicted highly realistic scenes, albeit synthetic ones, similar to many Tuscan views and hence probably even more faithfully rendered. It is a landscape in motion: an emerald mountainside climbing sharply upwards and suddenly severed, surprised by a gentle hill which, jumping from the side like a hare, leads to a slope covered with vine; to the right—an olive grove, the silver trees twisted as if a storm were raging; to the left—the dark, motionless feathers of cypresses.


Mezzogiorno—noon. The sun parches the earth and bemuses the mind. Blinds clatter shut. White flames of heat soar above the stones.


I make a quick calculation that I could afford only a cup of coffee and a piece of bread with ham. Besides, one is not hungry at noon. But in the evening I will be able to indulge in a gastronomic feast.


A low-vaulted, somber hallway leads into a little café. Instead of doors, strings of wooden beads rattle pleasantly under my touch. The padrone greets me as if we were old schoolmates. Wonderful, aromatic coffee called cappuccino pours clarity into one’s head and draws fatigue from one’s limbs. The padrone recounts a complicated story thickly strewn with numbers. I understand little but listen with delight, though the tale may concern his financial ruin. However, it is difficult to sense a drama behind these childish sounds: diciotto, cinque cinquanta, settanta.


Time to return to the Palazzo Pubblico, this time to investigate its interior. On the first floor there are two vast rooms, the Sala del Mappamondo and the Sala della Pace, or dei Nove. Their walls are covered with the most beautiful frescoes in Siena. Those in the Sala del Mappamondo were painted by Simone Martini11. To the left of the entrance hangs the Maestà, the first known work of Martini, who must have had a meteoric career in his native town, if he was entrusted with such a responsible task when he was barely thirty. The work is dated June 1315. Seven years later, Martini and his disciples repainted the Maestà.


Despite much damage, the fresco is hugely impressive. Though painted only five years after Duccio’s Great Maestà, its style is utterly different. The beginning of the Trecento is a promontory of epochs and styles. Martini’s masterpiece is striking in its free subject-treatment, the lyrical softness of its gestures. Mary is seated on a Gothic throne. Its openwork architecture contrasts with the thrones of Duccio and early Giotto (if only the ones in the Uffizi) powerful as steel and iron. Near the Virgin stand two female saints, hands folded on their breasts. The figures of the angels are not like painted statues; a gentle line sways them as the wind sways trees. Those who kneel at the Virgin’s feet offer her flowers, not cold symbols, and she accepts them like a castellan’s daughter accepting the homage of troubadours. A canopy, light as a skein of silk, unwinds above their heads. Damp has worn the gold and blue, but the tonality of the concerto is pure, like the sound of a harpsichord heard from afar.


On the opposite wall—a magnificent equestrian portrait of the condottiere Guido Riccio da Fogliano. It so differs from the Maestà that this difference was even noticed by art historians. Painted fourteen years later, it is the negation of the lyrical, celestial Maestà.


A man in the vigor of life—stocky, with a common face and energetically clenched fists—rides across barren, flax-colored ground. Over his armor he wears a dark beige coat with brown triangles. A similar caparison covers his powerful steed. Both rider and beast constitute a single body emanating tremendous energy and strength, though they ride at walking pace. Had the chronicles been silent about the cruelties of the condottieri, this portrait would furnish sufficient indictment.


The landscape is dry as a threshing floor. No trees, no blade of grass—only an abatis of dry sticks and the feeble flowers of military emblems. On both sides of the fresco, the meager architecture of two castles crowns twin hills. The one on the left is Monte Massi whose castellan rebelled against Siena. There is no doubt that Guido Riccio will smash these towers, shatter these walls.


In the Sala della Pace resides the allegory of Good and Bad Government, the largest medieval fresco devoted to secular matters, painted by Ambrogio Lorenzetti between 1336 and 1339. Ambrogio (he had a brother, Piero, also an excellent painter—both died in the Black Death) was, after Duccio and Martini, the third great Trecento Sienese painter. I know one is supposed to admire this painting, but the lighting is bad and the colors have faded. Bad Government in particular is barely legible. Looking through Enzo Carli’s book on Sienese primitive painting, I was shocked: after my direct but pale aesthetic experience I was overwhelmed by the photographs. A humbling affair.


Later I read with some satisfaction that the value of Good and Bad Government is disputed. Berenson12, the ardent supporter of Florence—a Guelph—turns up his nose and says that the theme proved larger than the author, that Lorenzetti could not find an adequate artistic expression for his idea and had to use inscriptions, an auxiliary means unbecoming to an artist. Enzo Carli—Siena’s chief restorer and thus a Ghibelline—defends the work, stressing its historical and compositional value. The hero of the fresco is not a man, not even a city, but an entire civilization: both a painter’s summa, and an epic. No wonder the work fell prey to scholarly ants. In the deluge of historical, philosophical, iconological contributions, aesthetic value was lost.


The fresco is full of wonderful details: a little slanting roof of slate, an open window bisected by shadow; in the window, a cage with a gold-finch, and the head of an inquisitive maid. Clear, well-defined colors ranging from sandy ochre through hot carmine to bronzes and the warm red of deep interiors. The massive city landscape, almost phantasmagoric in its brightness, changes into a country landscape, painted for the first time with such breadth and tender care for details. Lorenzetti also builds his space in an utterly new way. It is not the golden, abstract air of Duccio, nor the rational perspective of Giotto. Lorenzetti, as an aesthete once rightly remarked, introduces a cartographic perspective. The observer does not stand in one place; he views more remote planes with equal clarity and precision. His eagle’s eye embraces the warm, undulating matter of the earth.


When I take the stairs I automatically end up in the hall called Sala Monumentale. The name is appropriate: the walls are littered with monumental pieces of kitsch representing Victor Emmanuel in various poses. Official nineteenth-century painting is equally terrible everywhere. Let’s get out of here as soon as possible.


The sun casts long shadows. The sunset adds fire to the brick houses. The passeggiata, a daily ritual, is taking place in the main street, Via di Città.


To say that it is a walk is to say nothing. Every Italian town has a street which fills in the evening with a crowd of strollers, pacing back and forth for an hour or two in a limited area. It resembles an extras’ run-through of a gigantic opera. The elders demonstrate their vigor and rehearse their titles: “Buona sera, dottore,” “Buona sera, avvocato.” Girls and boys walk separately, communicating only with their eyes. That is why their eyes become large, black, and expressive; they recite love sonnets, dart flames, complain, curse.


I came to Siena from Naples—and from Naples I brought with me a liking for pizza. It is a meal that makes an excellent accompaniment to wine. Essentially, pizza is a kind of pancake covered with sliced tomatoes, onions, anchovies, black olives. There are many kinds of pizza—from the fancy capricciosa to the popular kind that is baked on a huge iron sheet and sold by the portion.


I eat two portions and order a third. The owner of the trattoria is clearly touched. She says that I am gentile. Later she asks my nationality, and learning that I am Polacco, she exclaims Bravo! with sincere enthusiasm. She summons her sleepy husband and fat daughter to witness our historic meeting. The whole family declares that the Poles are “molto gentili e intelligenti.” Perhaps I shall be asked to demonstrate a Polish national dance and to sing an aria by Moniuszko13. Unexpectedly, the owner inquires if there are divorces in Poland. I lie that there aren’t, and bring down a torrent of praise on my head.


Above the Piazza del Campo—luna plena. Shapes harden. A chord is strung between heaven and earth. Such a moment gives an intense feeling of crystallized eternity. The voices will die. The air will turn into glass. We shall remain here, petrified: I, raising a glass of wine to my lips; the girl in the window arranging her hair; the old man selling postcards under a streetlamp; the square with the Town Hall and Siena. The earth will turn with me, an unimportant exhibit in a cosmic wax museum, visited by no one.
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ONLY TODAY HAVE I learned who Duccio really was, the mysterious painter whose date of birth is uncertain and of whom little is known other than that he died famous and in debt. His magnum opus, the Maestà, is just being renovated. I stand as if before golden stained glass in the Museo dell’Opera del Duomo, facing a panel of thirty-six small paintings that constitute the Maestà in verso. The room is small and dark, yet it contains a source of light. The radiance of the work is so extraordinary that even in a cellar it would shine like a star.


Though Duccio was barely one generation older than Giotto, their work seems centuries apart. Both probably studied with Cimabue. The three large Madonnas in the Uffizi—those of Cimabue, Duccio, and Giotto—are, despite all differences, heavy, ripe fruits of the Byzantine tree. The careers of these men, probably friends, were as dissimilar as their characters. Enterprising Giotto rushes between Rome, Assisi, Padua, and Florence. Duccio scarcely leaves his hometown. One can easily imagine the former in a country tavern, downing red wine in great gulps and tearing fat pieces of meat with his thick fingers, which only a moment before painted aureoles over the heads of saints. The latter, a feeble, ascetic man in a tattered coat, takes long, lonely walks, most often north, to a small Sienese hermitage inhabited by parched anchorites.


Only in sexless historical textbooks are both painters treated equally. A critic of defined taste must choose. Berenson aptly calls Duccio the last great painter of antiquity. “His old men are the last descendants, in unbroken line, of the Alexandrian philosophers; his angels are Victories and Genii; his devil is Silenus14.” The American scholar quite rightly stresses the gift of dramatic composition in the Sienese artist. The Betrayal of Judas: “Motionless, in the middle of the foreground, we see the figure of Christ. The slim and supple Judas entwines Him in an embrace, while the lightly clad soldiers lay hands on Him…Meanwhile on the left, hot-tempered Peter rushes at a soldier with his knife…the disciples in a crowded flock scurry away….” Let us add that a crevice like black lightning opens above the heads of the running Apostles. Duccio makes even stones show emotion. The image consists of two large masses of definite compositional and dramatic significance. It is impossible to misinterpret the action.


Despite the decorative quality, excellent pictorial matter and the profound thought of this Christian Sophocles, Duccio (in Berenson’s eyes) does not make the grade of genius. In the case of no other artist are the obvious nineteenth-century taste of this American Florentine and the deficiency of his aesthetic criteria more clearly revealed. Berenson demanded from art an affirmation of life and the material world. He wanted to hear a powerful aria and overlooked the more subtle modulations. He admired tactile values, expressiveness of forms, movement. He praised the masters in whom he noticed a new conception of the solid; thus he exalted Giotto over Duccio. Today, not without the help (yes, yes) of contemporary painting, we are inclined to correct this judgment.


Berenson was the child of a century that valued progress. The “Byzantine” Duccio had to be out-distanced by the “Renaissance” Giotto. But the prominent scholar overlooked at least two important issues.


Duccio did not belong to the category of artists who make spectacular discoveries. He was one of those who produce new syntheses. The latter group is often underrated because they are less expressive. To notice them means to be thoroughly acquainted with their epoch and artistic background. More recent scholars justly noted that the work of the great Sienese brought about the synthesis of two prominent, antithetical cultures: on the one hand, Byzantine neo-Hellenism with its hierarchies and anti-naturalism; and on the other, the Western European—specifically French—Gothic, with its exaltation, naturalism, and inclination towards drama.


Giotto paves the road for the resurrected heritage of the Romans, who after all did not make great contributions to the world of aesthetics. Although he worked two centuries before the discovery of America, it is no anachronism to connect his name with the Renaissance. The European painting that came after him—though no one seems to say this openly—loses contact with the immense, petrified cultural spheres of Europe and Asia. It becomes a great, but local, adventure, unleashing the monster of naturalism. The connection with the great rivers of humanity, the Nile, Tigris, and Euphrates, is broken.


Though obviously fascinated by the miniatures of the Paris School, Duccio returns inward, to the roots of culture. Unlike Giotto, he is not a discoverer of new lands but an explorer of sunken islands.


I realized all this much later. At the time, I stood dumbfounded in front of the panel resembling golden stained glass, which tells the story of the lives of Christ and Mary. Forty-five scenes remain in Siena, fourteen were snatched by collectors of the Old and New World.


The radiance of the work is overwhelming. At first I attributed it to the golden background which, perhaps due to bad restoration, cracks, and damaged glaze, is never rigid and homegenous like metal but has its own depths, its shivers and waves, its hot and cold regions lined with greens and cinnabars. To prevent the total disappearance of the colors juxtaposed with the gold, they had to be given supernatural intensity: the leaves are like small sapphires; the hide of the donkey in flight from Egypt is like gray granite; and the snow on the bare, truncated cliffs glitters like mother-of-pearl. The painting of the Duocento is close to the art of the mosaic: a plane encrusted with spots of color which had the hardness of alabaster, of precious stones, of ivory. (Only much later did painted matter begin to slacken: in the Venetians we have skeins of silk, brocade, and muslin; by the Impressionist period, no more than colorful steam.) The scale of color is rich and flamboyant. To find an adequate comparison Focillon reaches beyond Byzantium and calls to his aid Persian gardens and miniatures.


If the Byzantine painters are criticized for their disdain for detail (which for some means a lack of realism), this objection does not apply to Duccio, whose sense of detail was outstanding. In his Wedding at Cana the servings of fish, both the whole and the half-eaten ones, are very concrete. The master does not hesitate to introduce episodes contrary to accepted iconographic convention: for example, Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem is watched by a group of urchins perched on a green grandstand of trees. My favorite painting is The Washing of the Feet. It is the perfect example of the use of a group. Young theatre directors should apprentice themselves to Duccio, and it wouldn’t hurt some older ones either. Pictures by the great Sienese could be put on stage. It is amazing how little use is made in acting schools of these studies of gesture; no wonder that we see stage princes moving like peddlers.
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Notes






BARBARIAN IN THE GARDEN



Lascaux



“Si Altamira…”: If Altamira is the capital of the art of wall painting, Lascaux is its Versailles.



“Ici vécut Marie Martel…”: Here lived Marie Martel—midwife and officer of the Academy. Her life…was doing good. Her joy…to accomplish her duty.



L’abbé Breuil: Henri Breuil (1877–1961), French archaeologist, ethnologist, geologist, and priest noted for his studies of cave art in the Somme and Dordogne valleys as well as in Spain, Portugal, Italy, Ireland, China (with Teilhard de Chardin), Ethiopia, Somaliland, and Southern Africa.



Sieroszewski: Wacław Sieroszewski (1858–1945), Polish writer and soldier. For activities subversive of the Russian Empire, he spent much of the 1880s and 1890s in Siberian exile, where he wrote fiction and did ethnographic research on the Yakut, the largest native people of Siberia.



Avesta: or Zend Avesta [Persian: commentary on the law], scripture of the Zoroastrian religion, consisting of the Yasna, a liturgy with songs (Gathas) the Vispered, a supplement to the Yasna, the Yashts, hymns of praise, and the Videvdat, a code of ritual purification.



Bushman artists: the San, a people of southern Africa, with a highly developed artistic culture. The San resisted the encroachments of Dutch settlers in the 18th and 19th centuries, but by the 1860s had been effectively crushed.



Piltdown skull: a palaeontological hoax; fragments of a human skull and orangutan jawbone collected in 1912 from a gravel pit at Piltdown, a village in East Sussex, England, and thought by many experts to be the remains of an unknown form of early man—given the name Eoanthropus dawsoni (“Dawson’s dawn-man,” after the collector)—until exposed as a forgery in 1953.



Among the Dorians



“The only harmony…”: paraphrase of Aristotle, Politics, Book VIII, 1340a/b:…pieces of music on the contrary do actually contain in themselves imitations of character;…so that people when hearing them are affected differently and have not the same feelings in regard to each of them, but listen to some in a more mournful and restrained state…and to others in a softer state of mind, but in a midway state and with the greatest composure to another, as the Dorian mode alone of tunes seems to act…(trans. B. Jowett)



Pythagoreans of Croton: Pythagoras founded his school at Croton in Calabria c. 530 B.C. and they acquired great influence with the supreme council of one thousand by which Croton was ruled. In 510 B.C. Croton sent an army of one hundred thousand men to destroy its rival Sybaris.



Metapontum: important city of Magna Graecia, situated on the gulf of Tarentum. The ruins of Metapontum are located in the Basilicata region of Italy.



Battle of Cannae: major battle of the Second Punic War, August 2, 216 B.C. near the town of Cannae in Apulia in southeast Italy, where the army of Carthage under Hannibal decisively defeated a numerically superior army of the Roman Republic.



aoidos: bard, poet



Vitruvius: Marcus Vitruvius Pollio (c. 80–70 B.C., died after c. 15 B.C.) was a Roman writer, architect, and engineer active in the 1st century B.C.



Kant’s view of geometry: in his Critique of Pure Reason and Prolegomena, Kant argues the truths of geometry are synthetic (not analytic) truths, relying on an element of intuition or sensibility.



Alberti: Leon Battista Alberti (1404–1472), Italian author, artist, architect, poet, priest, linguist, philosopher, cryptographer, and general Renaissance humanist polymath.



“Nestor, the aged lord…”: from The Iliad.



“biferi rosaria Paesti”: slightly misquoted from Virgil, Georgics, Book 4:119; “biferique rosaria Paesti,” twice-blooming roses of Paestum.



Arles



the VI Legion: the Legio Sexta Ferrata (Sixth Ironclad Legion), a Roman Legion formed in 65 B.C., and in existence up to at least 215 A.D. It served under Julius Caesar in the Gallic Wars (58–51 B.C.), and in various civil wars; temporarily disbanded in 45 B.C., it established a colony at Arles.



Barbegal: The Barbegal aqueduct and mill is a Roman watermill complex located on the territory of the commune of Fontvieille, near Arles.



Foch: Ferdinand Foch (1851–1929) general in the French army during World War I, Marshal of France from 1918 and then supreme commander of the Allied armies, until the armistice.



Emperor Honorius: Flavius Honorius (384–423), Roman Emperor (393–395) and then Western Roman Emperor from 395 until his death. He was the younger son of Theodosius I.



“Dans Arles, ou sont les Alyscamps…”: from a poem by Paul-Jean Toulet (1867–1920), poet, novelist, translator, and descendant of Charlotte Corday.





Gamaliel: or Rabbi Gamaliel I, a leading authority in the Sanhedrin in the mid 1st century. In the Christian tradition, celebrated as a Pharisee doctor of Jewish Law and teacher of the apostle Paul.



Mistral: Frederic Mistral (1830–1914), Occitan writer and lexicographer of the Occitan language who won the Nobel Prize in literature in 1904.



Pan Tadeusz: epic poem depicting the country life of the Polish-Lithuanian nobility, by Polish Romantic poet Adam Mickiewicz (1798–1855)



Orvieto’s Duomo



Robbe-Grillet: (1922–2008), Alain Robbe-Grillet, French Nouveau Roman writer and filmmaker.



Pisano: Andrea Pisano (1290–1348), also known as Andrea da Pontedera, Italian sculptor and architect. In 1347 he became Master of the Works at Orvieto Cathedral. His two sons, Nino and Tommaso, both succeeded him as Master of the Works.



Orcagna: Andrea di Cione di Arcangelo (c. 1308–1368), better known as Orcagna, was an Italian painter, sculptor, and architect active in Florence. A student of Andrea Pisano.



Sanmicheli: Michele Sanmicheli (1484–1559) was a Venetian architect. In 1509 he went to Orvieto, where he practiced for two decades.



Luca Signorelli: (c. 1445–1523), painter noted for his ability as a draughtsman and his use of foreshortening. His massive frescoes of the Last Judgment (1499–1503) in Orvieto Cathedral are considered his masterpiece.



Pinturicchio: Bernardino di Betto, called Pintoricchio or Pinturicchio (1454–1513), Italian painter of the Renaissance born in Perugia.



Perugino: Pietro Perugino (1446–1524), born Pietro Vannucci in Città della Pieve, Umbria, a leading painter of the Umbrian school.



coro dei dottori: choir of doctors of the Church.



Bramante: Donato Bramante (1444–1514), Italian architect most famous for the design of St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome.



Bentivoglia: Antonio Bentivoglia, Italian jurist (d. 1435).



Matejko’s “Battle of Grunwald”: 1878 work by Polish painter Jan Matejko (1838–1893) depicting the 1410 Polish and Lithuanian victory over the Teutonic Knights; an icon of Polish nationalism.



“Zweifelhaft”: doubtful.



Siena



milites et mercatores sieneses: Sienese soldiers and merchants.



che fece l’Arbia…: Dante, Inferno, Canto X, 1.85–86. “the carnage/And devastation that dyed the Arbia red.” (Trans. Robert Pinsky) The Arbia is a stream near the site of the battle at Montaperti, where Farinata, to whom Dante speaks, led the Ghibellines to victory over the Guelphs in 1260.



Duccio: Duccio di Buoninsegna (c. 1255–1260–c. 1318–1319), born in Siena, one of the most influential artists of his age.



Ambrogio Lorenzetti: or Ambruogio Laurati; c. 1290–1348) painter of the Sienese school, active between approximately 1317 to 1348. His elder brother was the painter Pietro Lorenzetti.



Pietro Lorenzetti: (or Pietro Laurati; c. 1280–1348) Italian painter active between approximately 1306 and 1345.



Sir John Hawkwood: (1320–1394) English mercenary or condottiero active in 14th century Italy. The French chronicler Jean Froissart knew him as Haccoude and Italians as Giovanni Acuto. Hawkwood served first the Pope and then various factions in Italy for over 30 years.



Pandolfo Petrucci: (1452–1512) ruler of Siena from c. 1500 to 1512; a brutal authoritarian and absolutist, but careful to pacify the people of Siena by improving the city’s economy and encouraging the advancement of art.



Blaise de Montluc: Blaise de Lasseran-Massencôme, seigneur de Montluc (c. 1502–1577), was a marshal of France.



“Vous etes digne…”: You deserve undying praise.



Jaroslław Iwaszkiewicz: also known under his literary pseudonym Eleuter (1894–1980) Polish poet, essayist, dramatist, and writer.



Simone Martini: (c. 1284-c. 1344) Sienese painter, major figure in the development of early Italian painting, thought to have been a pupil of Duccio di Buoninsegna. Martini died while in the service of the Papal court at Avignon.



Bernard Berenson: (1865–1959) American art historian specializing in the Renaissance.



Moniuszko: (1819–1872) Polish composer, conductor, and teacher whose musical style is filled with Polish folk themes.



Silenus: companion and tutor to the wine god Dionysus. The name is derived from Silenoi, the followers of Dionysus, drunks, usually bald and fat with thick lips, squat noses, and human legs. Later, the plural “silenoi” went out of use and references were to one individual named Silenus.



Chessman: Caryl Whittier Chessman (1921–May 2, 1960) convicted robber and rapist who became a Death Row inmate in California. Chessman’s case attracted worldwide attention, and as a result he became a focus for the movement to ban capital punishment.



tympana: semi-circular or triangular decorative wall surfaces over an entrance bounded by a lintel and arch, often containing sculptures or other ornaments



“O Omega, the violet ray of his eyes”: from the poem “Voyelles” (Vowels) by Arthur Rimbaud.





triforium: space in a church above the nave arcade, below the clerestory, and extending over the vaults, or ceilings, of the side aisles.



Jankowski: Possibly Czeslaw Jankowski (1857–1929), Polish poet, critic, and amateur painter.



Domenico Beccafumi: Domenico di Pace Beccafumi (1486–1551) Italian Renaissance-Mannerist painter active predominantly in Siena.



Piccolomini: Enea Silvio Piccolomini (1405–1464) was Pope from 1458 until his death in 1464. Born at Corsignano in the Sienese territory of a noble but decayed family. His longest and most enduring work is Commentaries, the only autobiography ever written by a reigning Pope.



Verrocchio: Andrea del Verrocchio, born Andrea di Michele di Francesco de ’Cioni, (c. 1435–1488) sculptor, goldsmith, and painter who worked at the court of Lorenzo de ’Medici in Florence.



Ghirlandaio: Domenico di Tommaso Curradi di Doffo Bigordi (1449–1494) Florentine painter. The nickname “Il Ghirlandaio” (garland-maker) came to Domenico from his father, a goldsmith who was famed for creating the metallic garland-like necklaces worn by Florentine women.



Mirrors: Mirrors for princes (Latin: specula principum), medieval or Renaissance textbooks, histories or literary works creating images of kings for imitation or avoidance, often composed at the accession of a new king. One famous “mirror” is Il Principe (c. 1513) by Machiavelli.



Jacopo della Quercia: (c. 1374–1438), sculptor of the Italian Renaissance, a contemporary of Brunelleschi, Ghiberti, and Donatello, and regarded as a precursor of Michelanagelo.



a provincial Modugno: Domenico Modugno (1928–1994) was a Grammy Award-winning Italian singer, songwriter, actor and later in life, a member of the Italian Parliament.



Palace of Culture: originally the Joseph Stalin Palace of Culture and Science, a vast building erected in the 1950s in downtown Warsaw as a “gift from the Soviet Union” and used for public events, now housing cinemas, theaters, a university, and an exhibition center.



“The Red Poppies of Monte Cassino”: Polish song of the Second World War Italian campaign.



Sassetta: Stefano di Giovanni (c. 1390?–1450) preeminent artist of 15th century Siena. His first documented work was an altarpiece for the Arte della Lana (guild of wool merchants) in 1423–6; his masterpiece a double-sided altarpiece for San Francesco, Borgo San Sepolcro 1437–1444.



Guido da Siena: also Guido di Graziano, Italian Byzantine style painter of the 13th century. The church of S. Domenico in Siena contains his Virgin and Child Enthroned.





Folgore da San Gimignano: pseudonym of Giacomo di Michele or Jacopo di Michele (c. 1270–c. 1332), Italian poet. His humorous and satirical (anti-Ghibelline) poems, mostly sonnets, are written in a derivation of Provençal.



Andrea Vanni: (1332–c. 1414) Sienese painter, correspondent of St. Catherine, member of the Great Council, and twice an Envoy to the Pope. He decorated three chapels in the cathedral of Siena, finished other work on its facade in 1380; and in 1398 painted an “Annunciation” for it.



Mattea di Giovanni: (c. 1430–1495) Sienese painter. He originally came from Borgo san Sepolcro and he painted the wings and predella (Pinacoteca Sansepolcro) of the altarpiece of which Piero della Francesca’s Baptism of Christ was the center panel.



Domenico Veneziano: (c. 1410–1461) early Renaissance painter active mostly in Perugia and Tuscany.



Sano di Pietro: (1406–1481) early Renaissance painter from Siena.



Zwischenruf: German: interjection, aside.



Neroccio: Neroccio di Bartolomeo de ’Landi (1447–1500) painter and sculptor. In 1475 he created a statue of Saint Catherine for the Sienese church dedicated to her. In 1483, he designed the Hellespontine Sybil for the mosaic pavement of the Cathedral of Siena. A student of Vecchietta.



Vecchietta: Francesco di Giorgio e di Lorenzo (1412–1480), also known as Lorenzo di Pietro, Sienese painter, sculptor, goldsmith, and architect, among the artists profiled in Vasari’s Lives.



Sodoma: (1477–1549?) Mannerist painter Giovanni Antonio Bazzi whose manner superimposed the High Renaissance style of early 16th-century Rome onto the traditions of the Sienese school.



Ungaretti: Giuseppe Ungaretti (1888–1970), Italian modernist poet. The poem is titled “Canto” (Song)



A Stone from the Cathedral



“Il y a du louche…”: Fr. there’s something fishy about this business.



Institution of Honor and Bread: organization founded in…to provide financial support to veterans of the Polish independence movement living in emigration.



Zamoyski: count Władysław Zamoyski, or Zamojski (1853–1924), member of an old Polish noble family, philanthropist engaged in numerous social projects on behalf of Poles and Polish culture both in Paris where he was born, and in Poland, where he died.



chevalier de Jaucourt: Louis de Jaucourt (1704–1779) French scholar and the most prolific contributor to the Encyclopédie. He wrote about 18,000 articles, or 25% of the encyclopedia.



Girart de Roussillon: (c. 810–877/879?) Burgundian chief who became Count of Paris in 837, and titular hero of a 12th century chanson de geste, probably written by a monk in the abbey of Pothières or Vézelay, both of which were founded in about 860 by Girart.
 The text from which Herbert quotes is in a dialect midway between French and Provençal:





He sees coming from afar/the lady and her servants/and her most private virgin maids,/who came carrying sand for scouring and building/so much that they barely had strength to climb.






Abbot Suger: (c. 1081–1151) abbot-statesman, historian, and influential first patron of Gothic architecture. Served as a regent of the kingdom (1147–1149) during the Second Crusade.



Renaud de Montauban: fictional hero introduced to literature in the 12th century chanson de geste as one of the Four Sons of Duke Aymon: Renaud, Richard, Alard, and Guiscard; their cousin is the magician Maugris who has a magical horse Bayard and the sword Froberge.



Étienne Boileau: (1200/1210–1270), was one of the first known provosts of Paris. Boileau brought together the regulations on the police, industry, and the trades of Paris in his Book of the Trades (1268), the oldest document on the legislation of communities of craftsmen in France.



Étienne de Bonneuil: fl. 1287–8) French architect of the ambulatory and radiating chapels at the Cathedral of the Holy Trinity, Uppsala, Sweden (from 1287), the largest church in Scandinavia.



Wren: Sir Christopher Wren (1632–1723) 17th century English designer, astronomer, geometer, mathematician-physicist, and architect. Wren designed 55 of 87 London churches after the Great Fire of London in 1666, including St. Paul’s Cathedral in 1710.



Vanbrugh: Sir John Vanbrugh (1664–1726) English architect and dramatist, perhaps best known as the designer of Blenheim Palace and Castle Howard. He wrote two Restoration comedies, The Relapse (1696) and The Provoked Wife (1697).



Pierre de Montreuil: or Pierre de Montereau (c. 1200–1266/1267) French Gothic architect, author of the Sainte-Chappelle in Paris as well as a contributor to a number of other architectural works, including the Cathedrals of St. Denis and Notre Dame.



Villard de Honnecourt: Villard, active in the 13th century, may have been an itinerant master-builder of Picardy in northern France. His fame rests entirely on his surviving portfolio of 33 sheets of parchment containing about 250 drawings from about the 1230s.



Jean Mignot: French architect, active in the late 14th and early 15th centuries. Consulted on the Milan cathedral (c. 1399) he argued that the building would collapse if completed as planned.



Alexander Neckam: also Neckham or Nequam (1157–1217) English scholar, Augustinian canon and author of many theological works as well as De naturis rerum, a manual of scientific knowledge, which contains the earliest European notices of the magnet as a guide at sea.



Roger Bacon: (c. 1214–1294), also known as Doctor Mirabilis, English philosopher and Franciscan friar, sometimes credited as one of the earliest European advocates of the modern scientific method inspired by the works of Plato via early Islamic scientists.



Il se peut que le roy nous enchante: The king may be playing us a trick./First he made twenty of sixty./ Then four of twenty and ten of thirty…/ Gold and silver are all gone./ We’ll never get any of it back.



Albigensians, Inquisitors, and Troubadours



Montségur: fort in the Ariège department in southwestern France, perched at a precarious 3000-foot altitude; one of the last strongholds of the Cathars. The present fortress, though described as one of the Cathar castles, is actually of a later period.



Mazdeic: Zoroastrian; from “Ahura Mazda,” the supreme deity of Zoroastrianism.



Contra Faustam: full title, Contra Faustum Manichaeum (Against Faustus the Manichean), written ca. 400 A.D. Augustine mentions his acquaintance with Faustus in his Confessions.



Basil I: called the Macedonian (circa 811–886) Byzantine emperor from 867 to 886. Born a peasant in Thrace of Armenian origins, he rose in the imperial court, and usurped the imperial throne from Michael III. He led a revival of imperial power and a renaissance of Byzantine art.



Giovanni di Lugo: also known as John de Lugio, member of a Cathar group called Albanenses.



Pierre de Castelnau: (died 1208), French ecclesiastic. In 1199 he was archdeacon of Maguelonne, and was appointed by Pope Innocent III as one of the legates for the suppression of the Cathars. He was assassinated on January 15, 1208 and beatified in the year of his death.



Arnaud Amaury: or Arnaud Amalric (d. 1225), Cistercian monk, abbot of Cîteaux. In 1204 he was named a papal legate and inquisitor and sent by Innocent III to convert the Albigensians.



St. Bernard of Verfeil: Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-August 20, 1153), Cistercian monk, preached against heresy at Verfeil in 1145. Sent away without a proper hearing, he is said to have cursed the town with the words Viridefolium, desiccet te Deus! (“Verfeil, may God dry you up!”).



Esclarmonde: Esclarmonde de Foix (c. 1151–1215), also called Esclarmonde the Great, a prominent figure in Catharism. Widowed in 1200, she turned to the Cathar Church and received the consolamentum. She was likely involved in an initiative to rebuild the fortress of Montségur.





Simon de Montfort: Simon IV de Montfort, Seigneur de Montfort-l’ Amaury, 5th Earl of Leicester (1160–25 June 1218), French nobleman who took part in the Fourth Crusade (1202–1204), a prominent leader of the Albigensian Crusade.



Guy de Levis: (1180–1233), lord of Mirepoix and “maréchal de la foi”, marshall of the faith, lieutenant to his overlord Simon IV de Montfort. Participated in the sieges of Termes, Castelnaudary, Beaucaire, and Toulouse, where Montfort died.



Master Gervaise: perhaps Gervase of Tilbury (c. 1150–c. 1228), a 13th century canon lawyer, statesman, and writer.



Viollet-le-Duc: Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc (1814–1879) was a French architect and theorist, famous for his “restorations” of medieval buildings.



Guillaume de Tudèle: William of Tudela (fl. 1199–1214), author of the first part of the Chanson de la Croisade Albigeoise or Song of the Albigensian Crusade, an epic poem in Occitan.



Guillaume de Puylaurens: (c. 1200–after 1274) 13th century Latin chronicler, author of a history of Catharism and of the Albigensian Crusade; from 1244, chaplain to Raymond VII of Toulouse and present at Raymond’s death in 1249.



Dom Vaissette: Dom Joseph Vaissette (1685–1756) French scholar and ecclesiastic, author of historical and geographical works. Born in Gaillac, near Albi.



Las Navas de Tolosa: Battle of July 16, 1212, turning point in Spanish medieval history. Alfonso VIII of Castile’s army was joined by those of Sancho VII of Navarre, Pedro II of Aragon, and Afonso II of Portugal to defeat the Muslim Almohad rulers of the lower Iberian Peninsula.



Montfort/es mort…: Monfort/is dead/…long live Toulouse/glorious and mighty city/Paratge and honor return!



Sicard de Marvejols: or Bernart Sicart de Marvejols, 13th century poet; the quote is from his poem “Ab greu cossire.”



Andrea da Firenze: (d. 1415) Italian composer and organist of the late medieval era.



Chronicon: Guillaume Pelhisson’s Chronicle covers the period 1229–1244; it was (re-)published by Ouesset, Toulouse, in 1958.



Qui atal fara, atal pendra: who so does the like, will suffer a like fate.



Queribus: Château de Quéribus, one of five castles strategically placed to defend the new (1659) French border against the Spanish; sometimes regarded as the last Cathar stronghold after the fall of Montségur in 1244. In 1255 the Cathars remaining there slipped away from the French army.



Bertran d’Alamanon: or de Lamanon (fl. 1229–1266); Provençal knight and troubadour, an official, diplomat, and ambassador at the court of the Count of Provence.



Matfre Ermengau: or Ermengaud (d. 1322); Franciscan friar, legist, and troubadour from Béziers. Author of an Occitan grammar in 35,600 octosyllables called the Breviari d’amor, aimed at the reconciliation of love for God with the erotic amours of the troubadour lyric.



Guiraut Riquier: (c. 1230–1292—not 1280, as Herbert writes) one of the last Provençal troubadours; he served under the Viscount of Narbonne and Alfonso, King of Castile.



Sordel: Sordello da Goito or Sordel de Goit, 13th-century Lombard troubadour; around 1220 he was in a tavern brawl in Florence; and in 1226, while at the court of Verona, he abducted his master’s wife, Cunizza, at the instigation of her brother, and later fled to Provence.



Arnaut Daniel: Arnaut Daniel de Riberac, Occitan troubadour of the 12th century, praised by Dante as “il miglior fabbro” (the best craftsman).



Ramon d’Alfaro: or Raymond d’Alfaro, brother-in-law of Raymond VII.



Raymond de Pereille: (b.1190–1244?) the original “seigneur” of Montségur Castle.



Pierre Roger de Mirepoix: (b.1194/1202–d.1244/62?) married Raymond de Pereille’s daughter Philippa, becoming the co-seigneur of Montsegur, and effectively its commander.



Defense of the Templars



Jacques de Molay: (est. 1244–5/1249–50—1314) was the 23rd and last Grand Master of the Knights Templar, leading the Order from approximately 1292 until the Order was dissolved by order of the Pope in 1312.



Geoffroi de Charney: or Geoffroy de Charnay, was Preceptor of Normandy for the Knights Templar, burned alive along with Jacques de Molay in 1314.



Foucher de Chartres: c. 1055/1060–after 1127) medieval chronicler. Author of Historia Hierosolymitana (c. 1127),



Hugues de Payns: (c. 1070–1136) a French knight from the Champagne region, co-founder and first Grand Master of the Knights Templar. With Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, he created the Latin Rule, the code of behavior for the Order.



Frederick Barbarossa: Frederick I (1122–1190), crowned King of Germany in 1152, King of Italy in 1154, and Holy Roman Emperor in 1155; crowned King of Burgundy in 1178. The name Barbarossa, “red beard” came from the northern Italian cities he attempted to rule.



Richard the Lion-Heart: Richard I (1157–1199) King of England from July 6, 1189 until his death in 1199; known as Cœur de Lion or the Lionheart even before his accession because of his reputation as a great military leader and warrior.



Philip Augustus: Philip II Augustus (1165–1223) King of France from 1180 until his death.



John Lackland: (1166–1216), King of England from 1199 until his death; nicknamed “Lackland” because, as his father King Henry II’s youngest son, he did not inherit land out of his family’s holdings, and because as king he lost English territories to France.



Frederick II: Frederick II of Hohenstaufen (1194–1250) Holy Roman Emperor from his papal coronation in 1220 until his death.



Isabella: (1212–1228), also known as Yolande of Brienne.



Jean de Brienne: John of Brienne (c. 1170–1237), French nobleman who became John I King of Jerusalem by marriage, and was later invited to become John I, Latin Emperor of Constantinople.



Mamelukes: or mamluk (Arabic for “owned”), converted slave soldiers in the service of the Muslim Arab caliphs from the 9th to the 16th centuries; they became a powerful military caste often defeating the Crusaders, and on more than one occasion seizing power for themselves.



Guillaume de Beaujeu: the 21st Grand Master of the Knights Templar, from 1273 until his death in the siege of Acre in 1291. He dropped his sword and walked away from the walls. His knights remonstrated. Beaujeu replied: “I’m not running away; I’m dead. Here’s the wound.”



Philip the Fair: Philip IV (1268–1314), son and successor of Philip III, reigned as King of France from 1285 until his death. He was the husband of Joan I of Navarre, by virtue of which he was King of Navarre (as Philip I) and Count of Champagne from 1284 to 1305.



King Henry the Pious: Henryk II (c. 1196–1241), Piast Duke of Silesia-Wrocław, Krakow, and Southern Greater Poland from 1238 until his death.



Battle of Legnica: battle near Legnica in Silesia on April 9, 1241 during the Mongol invasion of Europe. The army of Henry II, supported by the feudal nobility, and including Poles, Bavarian miners, and military orders, was roundly defeated by the Mongols.



Hospitallers: or “Sovereign Military Hospitaller Order of St. John of Jerusalem of Rhodes and of Malta” Christian organization that began as an Amalfitan hospital founded in Jerusalem in approximately 1080 to provide care for pilgrims to the Holy Land. During the First Crusade it became a religious/military order charged with the care and defense of the Holy Land. After the Holy Land was retaken by Islamic forces, the Order operated from Rhodes and later from Malta.



Guillaume de Paris: William of Paris, confessor of Philip IV of France; made inquisitor of France in 1305, he began a campaign against the Templars in 1307. Pope Clement V suspended William’s powers after a complaint from Edward II of England, but he then reinstated him.



Astarte: Greek form of the name of a goddess known from Northwestern Semitic regions, cognate with the goddess Ishtar in Mesopotamian texts.





Piero della Francesca



Baldovinetti: Alesso Baldovinetti (1427–1499), early Renaissance painter.



Wer der Dichter…: Whoever wishes to understand the poet must go to the poet’s country.



Aretino: Pietro Aretino (1492–1556), Italian author, playwright, poet, satirist, and pornographer who wielded immense influence on contemporary art and politics.



Giovanni Pisano: (c. 1250–c. 1315), Italian sculptor, painter, and architect. Son of the famous sculptor Nicola Pisano, he received his training in the workshop of his father.



Jacobus de Voragine: or Blessed Jacobus de Varagine (c. 1230–1298), Italian chronicler and archbishop of Genoa. Author of the Golden Legend, a collection of the legendary lives of the greater saints of the church, one of the most popular religious works of the Middle Ages.



Chosroes: also Khusro, Khosrau; name of a mythical Persian leader, in the Avesta of the Zoroastrians known as Kavi Haosravah, meaning “of good reputation.” A number of rulers of Persia, Armenia, and the Middle East are known by this name.



Emperor Heraclius: Flavius Heraclius (c. 575–February 11, 641), Byzantine Emperor of Armenian origin, who ruled the Eastern Roman Empire for over thirty years, from 610 to 641.



Bernardo Rossellini: Bernardo di Matteo Gamberelli (1409–1464), better known as Bernardo Rossellino, Italian sculptor and architect, the elder brother of the painter Antonio Rossellino.



Joos van Gent: or Joos van Wassenhove, or Giusto da Guanto (c. 1410–c. 1480), early Netherlandish painter who worked in Italy.



Melozzo da Forli: (c. 1438–1494), Italian painter, the first who practiced foreshortening successfully, one of the most outstanding fresco painters of the 15th century.



Angelo Poliziano: (1454–1494), classical scholar and poet, a reviver of Latin letters.



Oddantonio da Montefeltro: (1428–1444), Duke of Urbino, killed in July 1444 by conspirators in the Ducal Palace with two of his counselors.



Cillenio: Alessi Cillenio, pseudonym of Giuseppe Paolucci (1661–1730), poet and member of the Accademia degli Arcadi, an Italian literary academy founded in Rome in 1690.



Memories of Valois



Adieu Paris,…: Farewell Paris. We seek love, happiness, innocence. We will never be far enough away from you. From Gerard de Nerval, Sylvie.



Clovis: (c. 466–511) the first King of the Franks to unite all the Frankish tribes under one king. He also introduced Christianity.





Anne de Montmorency: (1493–1567) French soldier, statesman, and diplomat. He became Marshal of France and Constable of France.



Ravaillac: François Ravaillac (1578–1610) was a French factotum in the courts of Angoulême. A sometime tutor and Catholic zealot, he murdered King Henry IV of France in 1610.



Corneille de Lyon: (early 1500s–1575), Netherlandish painter of portraits active from 1533 until his death in Lyon, France. In France and the Netherlands he is still known as Corneille de La Haye after his birthplace, The Hague.



Jean and François Clouet: Jean (or Janet) Clouet (1480–1541), miniaturist and painter born in Brussels who worked in France during the Renaissance. He was the father of François Clouet (c. 1510–1572), a painter best known for detailed portraits of the French ruling family.



Jean Fouquet: (1420–1481), French painter of the 15th century, a master of both panel painting and manuscript illumination, and the apparent inventor of the portrait miniature.



Bourdaloue: Louis Bourdaloue (1632–1704), French Jesuit and preacher, born in Bourges. He preached often at the court of Versailles. On the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes he was sent to Languedoc to confirm new converts in the Catholic faith.



Julian Przybo[image: image]: (1901–1970) Polish poet, essayist, and translator, one of the most important poets of the Kraków Avantgarde.



Sylvie: novella by Romantic poet Gerard de Nerval (1808–1855) in which a paragraph in a newspaper plunges the narrator into memories of village festivals close to Senlis. He leaves Paris and is reminded of his former love, Sylvie.



“J.J. sans argent…”: Jean-Jacques, without money, without shelter, in Lyon and yet without care of the future, often spends the night under the stars.



René de Girardin: René Louis de Girardin (1735–1808), marquis de Vauvray, last patron of Rousseau, creator of the gardens of Ermenonville.





Stanisław Leszczy[image: image]ski: (1677–1766) King of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, Duke of Lorraine and a count of the Holy Roman Empire (a rank bestowed by Emperor Frederick III).



De la composition…: On the composition of landscapes on terrain or on the manner of embellishing nature near dwellings, uniting utility with pleasure.



William Kent: (c. 1685–1748) eminent English architect, landscape architect, and furniture designer of the early 18th century.



the famous dandy Cobham: perhaps John Ligonier, 1st Earl Ligonier, British military officer from a Huguenot family, a leading official of the cabinet that led Britain during the Seven Years’ War. He spent his later years at Cobham Park in Surrey, where he boasted a harem of young girls.





William Shenstone: (1714–1763) English poet and one of the earliest practitioners of landscape gardening through the development of his estate, The Leasowes.



Thomson, Gessner, Young, Gray: James Thomson (1700–1748), Scottish poet and playwright, known for i.e. the lyrics of “Rule, Britannia!” Solomon Gessner (1730–1788), Swiss painter and poet; Edward Young (1681–1765), English poet, best known for Night Thoughts; Thomas Gray (1716–1771), English poet and classical scholar.



“Des habitants de l’heureuse Arcadie…”: Inhabitants of happy Arcady,/If your manners are noble,/Rest here, taste the sweetness/And pleasures of an innocent life…



“Ici repose l’homme de la Nature…”: Here rests the man of nature and truth.



Lesueur: Eustache Lesueur or Le Sueur (1617–1655), French artist, one of the founders of the French Academy of painting.



Thérèse Levasseur: chambermaid and seamstress who became Rousseau’s wife.



“L’avenir dira…”: the future will tell whether it wouldn’t have been better for the peace of the Earth if neither Rousseau nor I had ever existed.



“sous quelque épais feuillage”: under some dense greenery.



STILL LIFE WITH A BRIDLE



Delta



Malebranche: Nicolas Malebranche (1638–1715) French Oratorian and rationalist philosopher whose work attempts to synthesize the thought of St. Augustine and Descartes.



Bosch: Hieronymus Bosch or Jeroen Anthoniszoon van Aken (1453–1516), Netherlandish painter known for the use of fantastic imagery to illustrate moral and religious ideas.



The Night Watch: 1642 painting by Rembrandt, a central piece of the Rijksmuseum collection.



Van Eyck brothers: Jan van Eyck (before 1395–1441), early Netherlandish painter active in Bruges, brother to painter Hubert van Eyck (c. 1366–1426), who worked on the Ghent altarpiece commissioned by Jodocus Vijdts, lord of Pamele, until he died, leaving it for Jan to finish.



“manche Erinnerungen…”: many reminiscences of the period of its flowering.



“Une lumiere douce…”: A soft light, a woolly and slightly drowsy atmosphere give Veere the allure of a fairy-tale town…Its quiet streets leave the visitor under a melancholy charm.





Fromentin: Eugène Fromentin (1820–1876) French painter and writer, author of Les Maîtres d’autrefois (1876), an influential study of early Netherlandish painting and the Northern Baroque.



Benjamin Constant: Henri-Benjamin Constant de Rebecque (1767–1830) Swissborn, nobleman, thinker, writer and French politician.



Jan Leeghwater: (1575–1650) Dutch mill builder and hydraulic engineer pivotal to land reclamation programs along the flooded coast of the Netherlands in the 17th century.



Prince Maurice: Maurits van Nassau (1567–1625), Prince of Orange 1618–1625, son of William the Silent. When his father was murdered in Delft in 1584, he took over as stadtholder at 16. He eventually organized the Dutch rebellion against Spain into a coherent, successful revolt.



Patinir: Joachim Patinir (c. 1480–1524), Flemish history and landscape painter from the area of modern Wallonia.



Van Coninxloo: Gillis van Coninxloo (1544–1607) painter of forest landscapes, the most famous of a large family of artists. He lived in Germany for several years to avoid religious persecution.



Seghers: Hercules Pieterszoon Seghers or Segers (c. 1589–c. 1638) Dutch painter and printmaker.



Avercamp: Hendrick Avercamp (1585–1634) Amsterdam-trained painter who in 1608 moved to Kampen. The deaf Avercamp was known as “de Stomme van Kampen” (the mute of Kampen).



Cuyp: Aelbert Jacobsz Cuyp (1620–1691), one of the leading Dutch landscape painters of the 17th century; the most famous of a family of painters.



Potter: Paulus Potter (1625–1654) Dutch painter specialized in animals, particularly cows, in landscapes. Potter died of tuberculosis, 28 years old, leaving about a hundred paintings.



Hobbema: Meindert Hobbema (1638–1709), perhaps the greatest landscape painter of the Dutch school after Ruysdael.



De Momper: Joos de Momper the Younger (1564–1635), also Josse de Momper, one of the most important Flemish landscape painters.



Jacob Ruysdael: (or Ruisdael) (c. 1628–1682), Dutch landscape painter.



Jan van Goyen: Jan Josephszoon van Goyen (1596–1656) prolific landscape painter; about twelve hundred paintings and more than one thousand drawings by him are known.



Huygens: Constantijn Huygens (1596–1687) prolific Dutch author and composer, Secretary to two Princes, and the father of the scientist Christiaan Huygens.



Esaias van de Velde: (1587–1630) landscape painter born in Amsterdam, where his Flemish Protestant father had fled in 1585; he probably studied under his father and Gillis van Coninxloo.





The Price of Art



Adriaen van Ostade: (1610–1685), Dutch genre painter.



William Temple: Sir William Temple, 1st Baronet (1628–1699), statesman and essayist, author of Observations upon the United Provinces of the Netherlands, 1687.



Peter Mundy: (fl. 1600–1667), British merchant and employee of the English East India Company in Europe, India, China, and Japan. Mundy recorded the first English reference to “chaa” (tea). The Travels of Peter Mundy, in Europe and Asia, were published in five volumes from 1905–1936.



John Evelyn: (1620–1706) English writer, gardener, and diarist; co-founder of the Royal Society, and author of Fumifugium (or The Inconveniencie of the Aer and Smoak of London Dissipated), the first book written on the growing air pollution problem in London, and many other books.



Amalia van Solms: Amalia of Solms-Braunfels (1602–1675), Countess of Solms-Braunfels, was the wife of Frederick Henry, Prince of Orange.



Jacob Jordaens: (1593–1678), Flemish Baroque painter of the Antwerp school; a convert to Protestantism, he was fined for heretical writings in Antwerp, then controlled by the Spanish.



Karel van Mander: (May 1548–September 2, 1606), was a Flemish-born Dutch painter and poet, who is mainly remembered as a biographer of Netherlandish artists. As an artist he played an important role in Northern Mannerism in the Netherlands.



Samuel van Hoogstraten: (1627–1678), painter of the Golden Age; first a pupil of his father while living at Dordrecht. On the death of Dirk van Hoogstraten, his father, he changed his residence to Amsterdam and entered the school of Rembrandt.



Willem van de Velde: either the Elder (c. 1611–1693) or the Younger (1633–6 April 1707), both marine painters.



Pieter de Hooch: (1629–1684) genre painter. He studied art in Haarlem under the landscape painter, Nicolaes Berchem and presumed to have been influenced by Vermeer. He died in 1684 in an Amsterdam insane asylum, though how he came to be there is unrecorded.



Frans van Mieris: the Elder (1635–1681), genre and portrait painter. The leading member of a Leiden family of painters, his sons Jan (1660–1690) and Willem (1662–1747) and his grandson Frans van Mieris the Younger (1689–1763) were also accomplished genre painters.



Gerard Dou: (1613–1675), Dutch Golden Age painter, whose small, highly-polished paintings are typical of the Leiden fijnschilders. He specialized in genre scenes and is noted for his trompe l’oeil paintings and candlelit night-scenes with strong chiaroscuro.



Brouwer: Adriaen Brouwer (1605–1638) Flemish genre painter active in Flanders and the Dutch Republic in the seventeenth century.





Gerard Terborch: Gerard ter Borch (or Terburg) (1617–1681), Dutch genre painter.



Isaac van Ostade: (1621–1649) Dutch genre and landscape painter, brother to Adriaen.



Matteus van Helmont: (1623–1679), Flemish genre painter.



Teniers: David Teniers the Younger (1610–1690), Flemish artist, was the more celebrated son of David Teniers the Elder. His son David Teniers III and grandson David Teniers IV were also painters. His wife Anna was the daughter of Jan Brueghel the Elder.



Jan Steen: Jan Havickszoon Steen (c. 1626–1679) Dutch genre painter and inn-keeper.



Jan Lievens: (24 October 1607–4 June 1674) Dutch painter, usually associated with Rembrandt, working in a similar style.



Gerrit Uylenburgh: (ca. 1625–1679), Dutch art-dealer. After the scandal and bankruptcy Herbert describes, the English painter Peter Lely exerted his influence at the English court and secured Uylenburgh the post of Surveyor of the King’s Pictures.



van Aelst, Kalf: Willem van Aelst (1627–1683) Dutch artist who specialized in still-life painting with flowers or game; Willem Kalf (1619–1693), Dutch painter who specialized in still lifes. Later in his life, Kalf became an art dealer and appraiser.



Vondel: Joost van den Vondel (1587–1679) the most prominent Dutch poet and playwright of the 17th century.



Lastman…Metsu…: Pieter Lastman (1583–1633) painter of history pieces; his pupils included Rembrandt and Jan Lievens; Gabriel Metsu (1629–1667) painter of history paintings, genre works, and portraits.



Gerrit Berckheyde: (1638–1698) painter of townscapes, taught by a brother, Job Berckheyde, and by Frans Hals; drowned in a canal in Haarlem, where he was born.



Sorbière: Samuel de Sorbière (1615–1670), French philosopher and translator, best known for his promotion of the works of Pierre Gassendi and Thomas Hobbes; author of Relation d’un Voyage en Angleterre (Paris 1664), a cause of outrage among the English and brief arrest in France.



Carel Fabritius: (1622–1654) Dutch painter and one of Rembrandt’s most gifted pupils.



Godfried Schalcken, Adriaen van der Werff, Eglon van der Neer: Schalcken (1643–1706), genre and portrait painter, noted for his mastery in reproducing candlelight; Van der Werff (1659–1722) painter of portraits and erotic, devotional and mythological scenes; Van der Neer (1635/36–1703) painter of historical scenes, portraits of elegant people, and later of landscapes.



Emmanuel de Witte: (1617–1692) Dutch perspective painter, especially of church interiors.





Philips Wouwerman: (1619–1668) painter of hunting, landscape, and battle scenes.



Jan van de Capelle: (1626–1679) Dutch marine painter.



The Bitter Smell of Tulips



“galant tulip…”: from “The Sadnesse of Things, for Sapho’s Sicknesse” from Hesperides by Robert Herrick, (1591–1674).



Lecluse: Charles de l’Écluse, L’Escluse, or Carolus Clusius (1526–1609), Flemish doctor and pioneering botanist, and one of the most influential 16th century scientific horticulturists.



Jan van der Meurs: or Jan de Meurs, or Meursius, (1613–1653) son of a historian of the same name; author of Arboretum Sacrum (1642).



Ambrosius Bosschaert the Elder: (1573–1621) patriarch of a large family of painters, including his son and his brother-in-law, floral painter Balthasar van der Ast (1593/4–1657).



Troels-Lund: (1879–1901) Danish historian and relative of Søren Kierkegaard.



Augier Ghislain de Busbecq: or Ogier G. de Busbecq (1520 or 1521–1592), writer, herbalist, and diplomat in the employ of three generations of Austrian monarchs.



Konrad Gesner: or Gessner (1516–1565) Swiss naturalist and bibliographer. His five-volume Historiae animalium (1551–1558) is considered the beginning of modern zoology, and the flowering plant genus Gesneria (Gesneriaceae) is named after him.



John Tradescant: either the Elder (c. 1570s–1638), or the Younger (1608–1662), both botanists, gardeners, and travelers, both Keeper of his Majesty’s Gardens, Vines, and Silkworms.



Waermondt: character in a pamphlet by Adriaen Roman called “T” Samenspraecken tusschen Waermondt ende Gaergoedt,” or Dialogues between Waermondt and Gaergoedt, Being the Continuation of the Rise and Decline of Flora (1637).



Shlarafia: or Schlaraffenland, German equivalent of the land of Cockaigne. A medieval mythical land of plenty, an imaginary place of where the harshness of medieval peasant life does not exist.



“La maladie infectueuse…”: Infectious disease tends at once to perpetuate itself and, to ensure self-perpetuation, to modify according to circumstances.



Henry Pot: Hendrik Gerritsz Pot (c. 1580–1657), Dutch painter. He lived and painted in Haarlem, where he was an officer of the militia.



Fortius: Leiden professor of botany and successor to Clusius’ chair in Leiden.



Gerard Terborch: The Discreet Charm of the Bourgeoisie



Pieter de Molijn: English-born Dutch Baroque painter, printmaker, and draftsman (1595–1661).





Douanier Rousseau: Henri Julien Félix Rousseau (1844–1910) French Naive Post-Impressionist painter; also known as Le Douanier (the customs officer) after his place of employment.



Kaspar van Kinschot: also Caspar van Kinschot, Dutch Neolatin poet (1622–1649), whose work was published posthumously as Caspari Kinschotii Poemata. Painted by Terborch in 1646/47.



noir d’ivoire: paint color, made from charred ivory waste.



Jean Puget de la Serre: (1600–65). Librarian of Gaston d’Orléans, novelist, and historian. His manual was published as Le secretaire de la four, Paris, 1625, as Le secretaire à la mode in 1651.



Die Wahlverwandschaften: Goethe’s third novel of 1809, translated as Elective Affinities.



Max Friedländer: (1867–1958) German art expert and art historian. Herbert quotes from Von Jan van Eyck bis Bruegel, 1916 (“From Jan van Eyck to Brueghel”).



Still Life with a Bridle



Józef Czapski: (1896–1993) was a Polish artist, author, and critic, as well as an officer of the Polish Army.



Car je est un autre: For I is another; from a letter by Rimbaud to Paul Demeny of May 15, 1871.



Duyster: Willem Corneliszoon Duyster (1599–1635), painter of genre scenes and portraits, often of soldiers.



in summa seductor civium…: in brief, a seducer of citizens, a cheater of people, a corrupter of the youth, a defiler of women.



Johann Valentine Andreae: (1586–1654), German theologian, who claimed to be the author of the Chymische Hochzeit Christiani Rosencreutz anno 1459 (1616, Strasbourg, the Chymical Wedding of Christian Rosenkreutz) one of three founding works of the Rosicrucians.



Christian van Couwenberch: also Christiaen van Couwenbergh (1604–1667), genre and history painter of the Delft school, son of a silversmith.



Socinians: adherents of a form of Nontrinitarianism, named for Laelius Socinus (died 1562 in Zürich) and his nephew Faustus Socinus (died 1604 in Poland). The Socinians congregated especially in Transylvania, in Poland, and in the Netherlands. They rejected the views of orthodox Christian theology on God’s omniscience, the Trinity, the divinity of Christ, and soteriology.



Bredius: Abraham Bredius (1855–1946), art scholar and collector, director of Mauritshuis and Rijksmuseum; founder of the Bredius Museum in The Hague. His authority was damaged by his faulty judgment on the authenticity of Hans van Meegren’ Vermeer forgery, De Emmausgangers.





“Es ist eine Feinmalerei”: It is a piece of fine art.



Witold Gombrowicz…upupienie: (1904–1969) Polish novelist and dramatist. “Upupienie,” from the Polish pupa, or imposing on an individual an inferior and immature role, making an ass of him.



Robert Fludd: also known as Robertus de Fluctibus (1574–1637) English physician, astrologer, and mystic. He was not a member of the Rosicrucians, but defended their thoughts in the Apologia Compendiaria of 1616. He had a celebrated exchange of views with Johannes Kepler concerning the scientific and hermetic approaches to knowledge.



Studion: Simon Studion, 1543–1605. German teacher, poet, historian, archaeologist, and apocryphal writer; the author of the Naometria (Temple Measure, 1596), a combination of mathematics, laws of nature, plan of the building of the allegorical Temple, and prophecy.



Jacob Boehme and Theophrast Bombastus of Hohenheim: Böhme (1575–1624) German Christian mystic and theologian; von Hohenheim (1493–1541) physician, botanist, alchemist, astrologer, and general occultist. He later took up the name Theophrastus Philippus Aureolus Bombastus von Hohenheim, and still later the title Paracelsus (equal to or greater than Celsus, a Roman encyclopedist, Aulus Cornelius Celsus from the first century known for his tract on medicine). He is also credited for giving zinc its name and is regarded as the first systematic botanist.



Christian Rosenkreutz: legendary founder of the Rosicrucian Order.



The Nonheroic Subject



Hoorn and Egmont: Philip de Montmorency (1524–1568), also known as Count of Hoorn, became stadtholder of Guelders in 1555, an admiral of Flanders, and a knight of the Golden Fleece in 1556; Lamoral, Count of Egmont, Prince of Gavere (1522–1568), general and statesman in Flanders just before the start of the Eighty Years’ War; their execution helped spark the national uprising that eventually led to the independence of the Netherlands.



William the Silent: William I, Prince of Orange (1533–1584), (Dutch: Willem de Zwijger), or William of Orange, main leader of the Dutch revolt against the Spanish that set off the Eighty Years’ War and resulted in the formal independence of the United Provinces in 1648.



Emanuel van Meteren: (1535–1612) Flemish historian and Consul for the traders of the Low Countries in London.



Duke of Alva: Fernando Álvarez de Toledo y Pimentel, 3rd Duke of Alba (1507–1582), Spanish general and governor of the Spanish Netherlands (1567–1573), nicknamed “the Iron Duke” by the Protestants of the Low Countries because of his harsh rule and cruelty.





Don Luis de Requesens: Luis de Zúñiga y Requesens (1528–1576), Spanish governor of the Netherlands, succeeded the Duke of Alba and governed in a time of crisis under Philip II.



Hendrik Vroom: Hendrik Cornelisz Vroom (1566–1640) Dutch painter, introduced the marine subject to western European painting as an independent genre.



La Hollande est de religion d’Erasme: Holland is of the religion of Erasmus.



Jakob Adriaensz Backer: (1609–1651) was a prolific Dutch Golden Age painter, mainly of portraits and religious, pastoral, and mythological subjects.



The Mercy of the Executioner



Jan van Olden Barneveldt: also Johan van Oldenbarnevelt (1547–1619) Dutch statesman, who played an important role in the Dutch struggle for independence from Spain.



The Captain



William Ysbrantz Bontekoe: (1587–1657) was a skipper in the Dutch East India Company (VOC), who made only one voyage for the company (1618–1625); a journal of his adventures appeared in 1646 as the Journal or memorable description of the East Indian voyage of Willem Bontekoe from Hoorn, including many remarkable and dangerous things that happened to him there.



Portrait in a Black Frame



Jan Pietersoon Coen: (1587–1629) was an officer of Dutch East India Company (VOC) in the early seventeenth century, holding two terms as its Governor-General of the Dutch East Indies.



The Hell of Insects



Jan Swammerdam: (1637–1680) biologist and microscopist. His work on insects demonstrated that the various phases during the life of an insect—egg, larva, pupa, and adult—are different forms of the same animal. He came under the influence of the Flemish mystic, Antoinette Bourignon, but did not give up his scientific studies. He died at age 43 of malaria. In 1737–1738, a half century after his death, his papers appeared in Latin as Biblia naturae Book of Nature).



Perpetuum Mobile



Cornelis Drebbel: (1572–1633) Dutch inventor of the first navigable submarine in 1620; he contributed to the development of measurement and control systems, optics, and chemistry. Towards the end of his life, in 1633, Drebbel was involved in a plan to drain the Fens around Cambridge, while living in near-poverty running an ale house in England.



Home



Jacob van Heemskerk: (1567–1607) Dutch explorer and later admiral in the Battle of Gibraltar, after which he died of cannonball wounds. With Willem Barents, he wintered in the Arctic (1596–97) in a house made of driftwood and ship’s timber.



Willem Barents: Willem Barentsz (c. 1550–1597) Dutch navigator and explorer, a leader of early expeditions to the far north; died returning from Novaya Zemlya with Jacob van Heemskerk.



Almond King: Figure from Polish tradition, crowned on the Feast of Three Kings (January 6).



Letter



Anton van Leeuwenhoek: also Antonie van L. (1632–1723) Dutch tradesman and scientist from Delft, the Netherlands, commonly considered to be the first microbiologist. Van Leeuwenhoek acted as the executor when the painter Johannes Vermeer, also of Delft, died in 1675.



Epilogue



Cornelis Troost: the name ordinarily refers to an Amsterdam painter (1697–1750) of portraits, some of actors (Troost started out as an actor) in famous roles, as well as witty genre scenes.



Abraham Anslo: perhaps based on Cornelis Claesz Anslo (1592–1646), a Mennonite preacher painted several times by Rembrandt.



THE KING OF THE ANTS



Black Figure Vase by Eksekias



This poem, without a dedication, and slightly altered, appeared in the collection Rovigo (1992).



 



Eksekias: Attic potter and painter, representative of the black-figure style, active ca. 550–525 BCE. Nine works signed by Eksekias are known to us, among them the one described in this poem, Dionysus in a Boat, a kylix kept in the State Collection of Ancient Art in Munich.



The Gods of the Copybook Headings



The title derives from Rudyard Kipling’s poem of 1919, sent to Herbert in a 1991 letter by his friend Aleksander Schenker, who had translated it into Polish and also offered the following commentary: In 1919, clearly under the impression of the revolutionary movements then sweeping across Europe, Rudyard Kipling wrote a ballad, in which he contrasted the good sense of religious dicta and folk sayings with new ideologies and social experiments. The Copybook Headings of the ballad’s title are precisely the essential maxims that pupils at British schools had to copy into their notebooks. In Kipling’s prophetic vision, societies that depart from the Gods of the Copybook Headings and succumb to the Gods of the Marketplace, or the temptations of fashion, will be deservedly punished. It is interesting that Kipling in his poem uses the Shakespearean phrase “brave new world” (Tempest, Act V) thirteen years before Aldous Huxley popularized it in the title of his famous anti-utopian novel.



H.E.O.



In the 1999 U.S. edition of King of the Ants the title of this piece was mistranslated as Eos, perhaps because Herbert left out the full stops in one version of the manuscript, obscuring the connection between the piece and R. M. Rilke’s poem “Orpheus. Eurydice. Hermes.”



Antaeus



“In one of his Isthmian Odes, Pindar…”: Pindar’s Fourth Isthmian Ode (3.3).



Diodorus Siculus: Greek historian of the first century BCE from Agyrion on Sicily. Author of the history [Bibliotheke] in fourteen volumes, of which only Books I–V and XI–XX were preserved intact, the rest existing in fragmented form.



The Renaissance painter Antonio Pollaiuolo: Antonio del Pollaiuolo (1432–1498), active mainly in Florence. Among his works is the cycle of paintings The Labors of Hercules. His miniature painting on wood, Hercules Fights Antaeus (18x12 cm), is in the Uffizi Gallery in Florence.



chthonic: born from the earth, subterranean. In Greek mythology, the chthonic gods are the gods of the underworld and death, but also of fertility—Demeter, Hades, Persephone, among others—as well as the three judges Minos, Radamanthys, and Ajakos.



Tingis: now Tangier in northern Morocco. In antiquity, a Phoenician colony, and from ca. 45 A.D. the capital of the Roman province Mauretania Tingitana.
 For a long time “Antaeus” was introduced by the following passage, later eliminated:





My attitude to Heracles changed with the passage of years, swayed dramatically from boyish worship to youthful admiration and later even skeptical distance and dislike. For a certain time I entertained the idea of inventing a new biography for him, cleansed of incomprehensible furies and crimes. An impious project. His essence is a splendid mixture of the great and the small, the exalted and the disgusting, the divine and the arch-human.





But even when I distanced myself from the hero, I never lost my admiration for his industry. I know it sounds blasphemous. It’s as if you were to call Aphrodite a pretty girl or Hephaestus an able smith. But I insist: Heracles was industrious as an ant, as a volcano, as a Protestant artisan.



The famous Dodecathlos does not cover the hero’s astonishing diligence. The paths of his wanderings run the length and the width of the geography we know or intuit. And what a profligacy of landscapes serving as a backdrop to his wrestling matches with the world—deserts and seas, snowy plains and forests, spirit worlds and stables.



It is a remarkable thing that Heracles accomplished so much as it were in the margins of his main undertakings, working a double shift, so to speak, and even a triple shift. Like a star overburdened with responsibilities, and with a very irregular private life to boot, time and time managing to give charity concerts, he performs disinterested acts that truly can add no shade, no color to his majestic portrait.



Wandering in search of the apple of the Hesperides in the realm of the expansive gardens of the gods, Heracles set Prometheus free, killed the cruel tyrant Busiris and fought a duel with Antaeus “along the way.”






Dodecathlos: Gr. Heracles’ twelve labors.



Busiris: mythical king of Egypt, who ordered all foreigners to be killed, so that he bring them as a sacrifice to Zeus. He also tried to kill Heracles as he returned from the garden of the Hesperides.



The Infernal Dog



According to the Archpoet: Homer, Iliad, VIII. 368.



Hesiod mentions Cerberus twice: Hesiod, Theogony 310–312 and 769–771.



Kora: Persephone, daughter of Zeus and Demeter, taken to the underworld by Hades.



Andokides: Attic potter, active ca. 540–520 bce; he is associated with the invention of the black figure technique; a number of his vases are decorated in red figure technique. The amphora from the Louvre mentioned here (ca. 520–510 bce) is a red-figure work.



Triptolemos



Gotha almanac: genealogical-diplomatic almanac published in German and French in the German city of Gotha from 1763 to 1944 and from 1956 onward.





The King of the Ants



One of the typescripts of the essay includes an epigraph taken from Plutarch, Moralia. On the ingenuity of animals (11):





It is impossible to relate in full detail all the methods of production and storage practiced by ants, but it would be careless to omit them entirely. Nature has, in fact, nowhere else so small a mirror of greater and nobler enterprises. Just as you may see greater things reflected in a drop of water, so among ants there exists the delineation of every virtue. [Tr. H. Cherniss & W. Helmbold]






“Love and affection are found…”: Iliad, XIV.216



Myrmidons: from the Greek word for ant, myrmex. The descendants of the Myrmidons appear at Troy. Iliad IX. 185–191.



the scholar Jotvues: a lightly coded reference to Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin; in Herbert’s archive there are notes for a story called Typhon (intended as an addition to The King of the Ants), made on the back of an errata slip to J.V. Stalin’s Marxism and Problems of Linguistics.



the ontological principle of identity: point of departure for the thought of Parmenides of Elea (VI/V century bce).



apeiron: Gk. infinity, according to Anaximander of Miletus (ca. 610–540 bce) the principle and foundation of all being, infinite and indeterminate matter.



This Horrible Thersites



The armies took their seats…: Iliad, Book II.211–215; from a free translation by Herbert.



“Or still more gold…”: Iliad, Book II.229–231 from a free translation by Herbert.



Aetolia: a rocky and barren part of mainland Greece (now the environs of Artinia and Lepanto) without a significant role in Greek cultural history.



a favorite motif of many painters…: In the State Collection of Ancient Art in Munich there is a famous red-figure goblet with Achilles killing Penthesilea (ca.460 bce).



Cleomedes



Astipalea: island of the Sporades archipelago in the Aegean Sea, and a city of the same name (now Stampalia).



Ate: personification of the blindness and error that lead to excess and crime. In the Iliad it appears chiefly in impersonal or allegorical form, but in Book XIX (91–95), Homer describes it as a female figure, “the oldest of Zeus’s daughters.”



Pausanias: Greek writer, geographer, and traveler of the time of Antonin Pius and Marcus Aurelius (ca. 115–ca. 180) the author of Travels in Greece. He tells the story of Cleomedes in Book VI (9, 6–8), dating it to the time of the seventy-second Olympiad, around 488 bce.



Narcissus



Villa Borghese: Palace with park grounds in Rome, now home to the Borghese Gallery and Museum.



one of those boys…: perhaps an allusion to the death of Pier Paolo Pasolini (1922–1975).



Endymion



In the Herbert archive there is a separate sheet of paper with a fragment from Pliny (Natural History, II, 42) that Herbert seems to have envisioned as an epigraph to Endymion, but never used:





But the wonder of everyone is vanquished by the last star, the one most familiar to the earth, and devised by Nature to serve as a remedy for the shadows of darkness—the Moon. By the riddle of her transformations she has racked the wits of observers, who are ashamed that the star which is nearest should be the one about which we know least…Tr. H. Rackham 1997






affetuoso: affectionately



con tenerezza: delicately, sensitively



Poor Python!: in Greek myth, a dragon or monstrous serpent, son of Hera, who (according to the Homeric Hymn to Apollo cited in Robert Graves’ The Greek Myths) conceived him parthenogenetically upon the wrath of Zeus; identified with Typhon. Consumed mortals at the foot of Mount Parnassus, near Delphi, and Apollo, wishing to build his own oracular site there, killed him with bow and arrows. Zeus established the Pythian Games in his honor.



Hypnos: son of Night and Erebus, twin brother of Thanatos, the god of death, and the father of Morpheus.



The Olympian General



sons of Aloeus: Otos and Ephialtes, sons of Poseidon, borne to him by Iphimedea (wife of Aloeus). They held Ares, god of war, imprisoned in a cast iron cauldron or box for thirteen months, after which he was freed by Hermes.



This is how Herodotus described…: Herodotus, History, IV. 62.



Securitas



Securitas: Roman personification of security, both of the citizen and the state.



sine die: without fixing a day for future action or meeting.



Tertium non datur: No third possibility; the logical principle of the excluded middle, according to which two contradictory statements cannot both be false.





Atlas



It was Aristotle who closed the doors of art to him: in the Poetics (1450a/VI) Aristotle writes “Besides, without action there could be no tragedy, but without character there could be…”. (tr. Stephen Halliwell).



Agrigentum: Gr. Akragas, then Girgenti, and from 1927 onward Agrigento, a city on the southern coast of Scicily, founded by Greek colonists in 581 bce and destroyed many times by the Carthaginians and Romans. It contains the ruins of many temples, i.a. to Hera and Demeter.



Upelluri: Anatolian (or Hittite) divinity, corresponding to Atlas.



Old Prometheus



from Mr Cogito, 1974. Reprinted from Collected Poems.



Arachne



Las Hilanderas: oil painting by Diego Vélasquez, held in the Prado Museum in Madrid.



The History of the Minotaur



from Mr Cogito, 1974. Reprinted from Collected Poems.



Achilles. Penthesilea



from Rovigo, 1992. Reprinted from Collected Poems.



Hecuba



Hecuba: wife of Priam, king of Troy, mother of fourteen children, all of whom died.



the bloody corpse of her small grandson: Astyanax, the young son of Hector and Andromache. After the Greeks conquer Troy, the boy is killed—in some accounts by Odysseus himself—for fear of future acts of revenge. In Euripides’ Trojan Women, a herald brings the body of Astyanax to Hecuba on Hector’s shield.



Phya



Herodotus tells the story of Phya in History, Book I.60.



 



pan-Athenian processions: celebratory processions to mark an important Athenian holiday, held every four years in the last days of the month called Hekatombaion. See also note to the essay “Acropolis” in Labyrinth on the Sea.



Anti-Epic



some puffed-up fellow: Aristotle.





Poseidon’s Retinue



that Swiss painter: Arnold Böcklin (1827–1901), painter of works such as In the Sea and The Play of the Waves, both dated 1884.



Sitzbad: Ger. a chair-like bathtub in which the thighs and hips are immersed in warm water, usually used for therapeutic treatments.



Pegasus



a lion head…: a Chimera



Literaturwissenschaft: literary studies



Boiardo: Matteo Maria di Scandiano Boiardo (1441–1491), Italian poet, courtier to the d’Este family in Ferrara and governor of Modena. His main work is the unfinished epic Orlando inamorato, published in 1506.



Giants



All the ellipses are in the Polish edition.



Sacrifice—Dionysus



Some idiot from Ionia: probably Xenophon (ca. 570–475 BCE).



LABYRINTHON THE SEA



Labyrinth on the Sea



One of the great islands of the world…: Homer, Odyssey, Book XIX. 202–211. Tr. Robert Fitzgerald.



In judging discoveries…: Leonard Woolley, In Search of the Past.



“Evans was extremely myopic…”: J. Evans, Time and Chance. The story of Arthur Evans and his forebears. London 1943.



Tout traité d’archéologie passe: Every archaeology treatise passes muster.



“In February 1960…”: L. R. Palmer, On the Knossos Tablets, Oxford, 1963.



“There is a paradox here…”: Moses. I. Finley, The Greeks.



But afterward there occurred violent earthquakes and floods…: Plato, Timaeus 25d (Translated by Benjamin Jowett, Princeton 1961).



Halfway between Thera and Thirasia…: Strabo, Geography, I.3, 15.



Attempt at a Description of the Greek Landscape



Brundisium: now Brindisi



Diktaion antron: Dikte Cave



thólos: ancient funeral building on a circular plan, often with a colonnade.



sub Iove: under Jove, under the open sky.



hieron: a holy place.





Asklepion: temple of Asklepios, god of medicine and healing.



koilon: a cavity or hollow. In the theater, the auditorium.



orchestra: circular space surrounded by an audience, performance space of actors



“Here is Mycenae…”: Homer, Iliad, Book VII. 180; XI. 46.



“And you, Iphigenia, will be the keyholder…”: Euripides, Iphigenia in Tauris, v. 1462–1467.



“Now you will decay…”: To the Pythian Apollo, 1.185–187



“Regardless of whether it was the last pagans…”: E. Bourguet, Delphes, Paris, 1925.



One Battos, a citizen of the island Thera…: in Pindar, Pythian Odes, IV.



“Unfortunates, why do you not act?”: Herodotus, History, Book VIII.



the one who, as Pindar says, gave us the lute and inspiration…: in Pindar, Olympian Odes, IX and elsewhere.



kallistefanos: Gr. beautifully wreathed; a wild olive tree in Olympia, from whose leaves wreaths were made.



Radamanthus and his spouse Rhea: Lucian in his True History has Radamanthus presiding over the Blessed Isles, but I cannot discover a connection between him and Rhea, wife of Kronos and mother of Zeus.



theoroi: Gr. envoys to the oracle or to athletic games.



“Delos, if you will…”: To the Delian Apollo, v. 51–60.



Animula



The letter by Freud to Romain Rolland is titled Un trouble de memoire sur l’Acropole, and dated January 1936.



Ay de mi Alhama…: Woe for my Alhama; The news was sent to him/that Alhama had fallen/He threw the letter into the fire/and had the messenger killed.



Acropolis



One can still make out…: Pausanias, Travels in Greece, Book I.



“Il n’allait jamais…”: He never dined out on the town.



The statue represents Athena standing…: Pausanias, Travels in Greece, Book I.



naos: the central part of a Greek temple.



metic: resident alien, a person who did not have a citizen’s rights in his Greek city-state of residence. Some were poor artisans and former slaves, while others were wealthy.



grosso modo: roughly, approximately



“that which cannot be painted”: Pliny the Elder, Natural History, Book XXXV.



stylobate: upper part of visible foundations, on which the columns stood.



“All around the earth let out…”: To Athena, 1.9–13.



metope: any of the square spaces between triglyphs or members in a Doric frieze.





architrave: the lowermost member of a classical entablature, resting originally upon columns; or, a molded or decorated band framing a panel or an opening, especially of a door or window.



Arnold Walter Lawrence…: in A.W. Lawrence, Greek Architecture, London, 1957.



“With an eye to the city’s glory…” “We are the soldiers of the gods…” “The Senate and the Roman people…”: Plutarch’s Lives, “Sulla” and “Pericles.”



“Paintings thrown into the dust…”: Polybius, History.



“If you find any sculptures…”: Cicero, Letters to Atticus.



a temple in Athens dedicated to an unknown god: Paul, Acts of the Apostles 17, 23.



peristyle: a colonnade surrounding a building or open space; or, the open space surrounded by a colonnade.



apse: a vaulted semicircular or polygonal recess in a building, especially at the end of the choir of a church.



“O Athens—mother of wisdom…”: Nicetae Choniatae orationes et epistulae.



“Foreseeing the abandonment of Athens…”: F. Morosini, Vera e distinta relatione dell’acquisto della città e fortezza d’Athene… Venice-Bologna, 1689.



Vernhum: assumed to be a name garbled by Jacob Spon, author of an account of travel to the Acropolis.



“One day when I was drawing…”: E. Dodwell, A Classical and Topographical Tour through Greece, during the years 1801, 1805, and 1806. London, 1819.



frieze: the part of a classical entablature between the architrave and the cornice.



pediment: a low gable or gable-like feature, typically triangular and outlined with cornices.



Jacob Spon’s three-volume report: Jacob Spon, Voyage d’Italie, de Dalmatie, de Grèce et du Levant… (Lyon 1678–80).



High Porte: also Sublime Porte, or Bab-i Ali, used to refer to the Divan (court) of the Ottoman Empire where government policies were established.



Voyage pittoresque dans l’Empire ottoman…: by Choiseul-Goufffier, published in Paris in 1842.



Thomas Bruce Elgin: Thomas Bruce, 7th Earl of Elgin and 11th Earl of Kincardine (1766–1841) British nobleman and diplomat, ambassador to the Ottoman Empire between 1799 and 1803.



Quod Gothi…: What the Goths failed to do was done by the Scot.



Giovanni Battista Lusieri: Italian landscape painter (ca. 1755–ca. 1821); from 1799 he led Lord Elgin’s team of draftsmen, sculptors, and architects in Greece and Turkey and spent the rest of his life assisting with building Elgin’s antiquities collection.



Turkish permit: A firman (a document from the Turkish government authorizing operations) was needed to allow the sculptors to make casts or replicas of the marbles. The following is an excerpt from the firman:







It is our desire that on the arrival of this letter you use your diligence to act conformably to the instances of the said Ambassador, as long as said five artists dwelling at Athens shall be employed in going in and out of the said citadel of Athens, which is the place of their occupations; or in fixing scaffolding around the ancient Temple of the idols, or in modeling with chalk or gypsum the said ornaments and Visible figures thereon; or in measuring the fragments and vestiges of other ruined edifices; or in excavating, when they find it necessary, the foundations, in search of inscriptions among the rubbish; that they be not molested by the said Disdar, nor by any other persons, nor even by you; and that no one meddle with their scaffolding or implements, nor hinder them from taking away any pieces of stone with the inscriptions or figures…(From B. F. Cook, The Elgin Marbles, London, 1984)






François-René de Chateaubriand: Chateaubriand (1768–1848) published Itinéraire de Paris à Jérusalem in 1811.



images d’Épinal: crude popular pictures; after French prints published by the printing house Imagérie d’Épinal in France in the 19th century.



anastylos: reconstruction of columns.



“A lithograph by Georgios Soutzos…”: N. Balanos, Les Monuments de l’Acropole. Relèvement et conservation… Paris, 1938.



“O noblesse, o beauté simple et vraie!…”: O nobility, o simple and true beauty! Goddess whose worship means reason and wisdom, you whose temple is an undying lesson of conscience and sincerity. From La Prière sur l’Acropole by Ernest Renan (1823–1892).



The Samos Affair



“The Athenians gave Pericles…” “Agamemnon spent ten years…”: quoted in Plutarch, Lives. Verse in the translation of B. Perrin.



On the Etruscans



“Such was Etruria’s power…” That very same day; “They had the custom of sitting down…” “To the sound of the flute…”: Titus Livy, History of Rome, Book I, V, VII.



Cloaca Maxima: Largest sewer.



hastati: spearsmen



principes: heavily-armed troops



triarii: reserve troops



genetrix…: progenitor and mother of superstition.



“…non enim hic…”: Not, as is the custom among those Tusci/to earn your dowry shamefully with your body. Plautus, Casina, 523–524.



Ventris: M. Ventris, The Decipherment of Linear B. Cambridge, 1958.





“During the reign of King Attys…”: Herodotus, Book I.



“One can easily imagine what I felt.”: R. Bloch, Les Etrusques.



“The Etruscans are neither a theory…”: D. H. Lawrence, Etruscan Places, London, 1932.



A Latin Lesson



rana: frog



Felix qui potuit…: Happy is he who has come to know the causes of all things. Virgil, Georgics, 2, 490.



Maxima debetur puero…: Much reverence is due to a boy. Juvenal, Satires, 14, 47.



Repetitio est mater…: Repetition is the mother of learning.



Gallia Narbonensis: Provence and Languedoc.



Massilia: present-day Marseilles.



“tumultuantes Britannos…”: the Britons were rising up because their spies had been picked up [by the Romans].



“desired the glory…” “Rome wanted to see…” “he made a triumphant entry…”: from Suetonius, Lives of the Emperors, Book 5: The Deified Claudius.



euthytonos: a war machine, throwing missiles.



“in accordance with the old custom…” “plagued by a surfeit of cares…” “The enemy’s battle array…” “groves devoted to cruel superstitions…” “Boudica was flogged…” “without any obvious cause…” “It is an established fact…” “and in such an insolent mood…” “our cohorts and cavalry troops…”: from Tacitus, Agricola.



limitanei: soldiers guarding the border.



Quid salvum…: Who will be saved if Rome perishes?



qui bene amat…: who loves well, punishes well.



“Gavius hic…”: from Cicero, Second Pleading against Caius Verres, Book 5.61: “This Gavius whom I am speaking of, a citizen of Cosa, when he (among that vast number of Roman citizens who had been treated in the same way) had been thrown by Verres into prison, and somehow or other had escaped secretly out of the stone-quarries, and had come to Messana, being now almost within sight of Italy and of the walls of Rhegium, and being revived, after that fear of death and that darkness, by the light, as it were, of liberty and of the fragrance of the laws, began to talk at Messana, and to complain that he, a Roman citizen, had been thrown into prison. He said that he was now going straight to Rome, and that he would meet Verres on his arrival there.” (Trans. C.D. Younge)



consecutio temporum: order of tenses.



Constitutio Antoniniana: Constitution of Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, also called Caracalla (188–217), granting Roman citizenship to freemen throughout the Roman Empire.





Dis manibus: Lat. To divine shades; of blessed memory



Odi et amo…: Catullus, Carmen 85: I hate and I love. Wherefore would I do this, perhaps you ask? I do not know. But I feel that it happens and I am tortured.



SHORT PROSE



Unless another source is given, these pieces are from the prose collection W[image: image]zeł Gordyjski (The Gordian Knot: Warsaw 2001), edited by Paweł K[image: image]dziela.



Poetry in a Vacuum?



First published in a northern Polish weekly, Tygodnik Wybrze[image: image]a, in 1948, this essay was prefaced by a note from the editors: “The following article is the first in a series which the author calls Poetics for Laymen. These articles aim to clarify a range of obscured ideas on the value and meaning of the word as poetic material. We consider the views expressed by the author as matter for discussion and we hope they will provoke a response from our readers.”



 



“Akerman Steppes”: poem from Adam Mickiewicz’s celebrated cycle of Crimean Sonnets.



Shield Us from the Dark Word…



On publication in TW in 1948, this piece was subtitled: “Second in the series Poetics for Laymen.”



Gałczy[image: image]ski: Konstanty Ildefons Gałczy[image: image]ski, Polish poet (1905–1953). Quotation from a poem in the cycle “Noctes Aninenses” (Anin Nights, 1939) entitled “Nocny Testament” (Nocturnal Testament). Gałczy[image: image]ski is portrayed by Czeslaw Milosz in The Captive Mind as “Delta”



Who would know what it means…Juliusz Słowacki, from the poem Król-Duch, or Spirit King.



I regulated… Arthur Rimbaud, from A Season in Hell (tr. Louise Varèse).



Black A…: “Vowels” trans. Wyatt Mason.



René Ghil: French poet (1862–1925), disciple of Mallarmé developed “verbal instrumentalism,” adapting elements from Wagner, Baudelaire, and Rimbaud into a poetic theory claiming to provide a scientific basis for the aesthetic equivalence of musical sound, color, and phoneme.



Norwid: Cyprian Kamil Norwid (1821–1883) poet, dramatist, and artist, one of the second generation of Polish romantics.



Breathe in my…: from a poem called “Poeci” (Poets) by Jerzy Liebert (1904–1931), a poet of the Polish interbellum; in the three poetry collections he published before dying of tuberculosis, he wrote on predominantly Christian and philosophical themes.





Augustyn



First of a cycle of psychological sketches Herbert called charactery in Polish. They were printed in a journal called Dzi[image: image] i Jutro (Today and Tomorrow) under the pseudonym “Patryk.”



 



Ama et quod vis fac! A slight misquotation of St. Augustine’s adage (formulated in a commentary to the Epistle of John 7,8): Dilige et quod vis fac: Love and do what you will.



Hamlet on the Border of Silence



From Zbigniew Herbert and Henryk Elzenberg, Korespondencja (Correspondence: ZL, Warsaw 2002), edited by Barbara Toru[image: image]zyk.



 



An oak tree planted…: Goethe has Wilhelm say this about Hamlet in Wilhelm Meister’s Lehrjarhre (Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship, trans. E. Blackall, Collected Works Vol. 9, 1989.)



Request



Published in the journal Dzi[image: image] i Jutro (Today and Tomorrow) under the pseudonym Patryk and accompanied by a reproduction of the painting “Peasant Dance” by Pieter Breughel (the Elder).



Leonardo’s Disquiet



Published under the pseudonym Stefan Marthà in an issue of Dzi[image: image] i Jutro (Today and Tomorrow) devoted to the anniversary of the birth of (among others) Leonardo da Vinci.



Benci: Ginevra de’Benci, Italian woman of aristocratic family painted by Leonardo around 1476; the portrait now hangs in the National Gallery in Washington D.C.



Guinea Pig, or On the Power of Reason



Poisson model: a discrete probability distribution expressing the probability of a number of events occurring in a fixed period of time if these events occur with a known average rate and independently of the time since the last event. Formulated by S.-D. Poisson (1781–1840).



A Bitter Rose Petal



Hermann Goeth: Amon Göth (1908–1946) Austrian-born SS officer and commandant of the Płaszow concentration camp outside of Kraków. After the war, found guilty of murdering tens of thousands of people. He was hanged, successfully only on the third attempt, in September 1946.



Das Betreten…: Forbidden to enter this site under punishment of death.





Kamienna: or Skarzysko Kamienna, Polish town roughly halfway between Warsaw and Kraków, during the German occupation the site of a Nazi labor camp organized around an ammunition factory.



Why the Classics



This text was written for the international symposium Ein Gedicht und sein Autor (A Poem and its Author) held in Berlin in 1966 and published in an anthology of the same name. Published in Wybrane Wiersze (Selected Poems), edited by Ryszard Krynicki, Krakow, 2004.



To Describe Reality



Written for a German radio program in 1966, this text was not used as intended but was published along with the previous text, Why the Classics, in the anthology Ein Gedicht und sein Autor (A Poem and its Author), edited by Walter Höllerer.



Nicolas Flamel: Parisian notary, alchemist, and occultist (1330–1418).



Winckelmann: Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717–1768) German art historian and archaeologist, first to apply categories of style on a large, systematic basis to the history of art; decisive influence on the rise of the neoclassical movement in the late 18th century.



Monsieur Montaigne’s Voyage to Italy



Il est bon de voyager…: It is worthwhile traveling from time to time: it broadens the mind and stifles amour-propre. Sainte-Beuve (1804–1869).



humeur avide des choses nouvelles: an avid taste for novelties



Lucien Febvre: (1878–1956) French historian, co-founder (with Marc Bloch) of the Annales school of historiography.



The Poet and the Present



Written for a Silesian poetry festival in April 1972, at which Herbert took part in vehement discussions about art and political engagement with members of the “New Wave” of Polish poets, including Adam Zagajewski and Ryszard Krynicki, as well as a number of prominent critics.



In one of his essays Thomas Mann: in “Der Künstler und die Gesellschaft” (The Artist and Society), 1952.



Joseph de Maistre: Joseph-Marie, comte de Maistre (1753–1821) French-speaking Savoyard lawyer, diplomat, writer, and thinker. Influential spokesman for hierarchical authoritarianism in the period immediately following the French Revolution.



Conversation on Writing Poetry



Słowacki: Juliusz Słowacki (1809–1849) Polish Romantic poet, with Mickiewicz and Zygmunt Krasinski, one of the three “bards” of Polish literature.





Kochanowski: Jan Kochanowski (1530–1584) Renaissance poet; commonly regarded as the greatest Polish poet as well as the greatest Slavic poet prior to the 19th century.



The Presence of History



Published in the journal Zeszyty Literackie, no. 86 (2004). Written as a lecture held at the Academy of Arts in Berlin in September 1975.



 



eine Strasse die der Teufel pflastert mit zerstörten Werten…: A street that the Devil paves with destroyed values.



Quality and Nullity in Mass Culture



Written in response to a 1976 questionnaire from the journal Wi[image: image][image: image] (Tower) with the following questions: “What do you like in the programming of Polish radio and television? How do you judge the present state of mass culture in Poland? What challenges do you think mass culture programming should respond to, taking into account its role in the life of a rapidly developing society? What expectations and social needs—particularly in the sphere of your interests—should be met in Polish mass culture in the coming years?”



 



General Berling: Zygmunt Henryk Berling (1896–1980) Polish general and politician. He fought in the war for Polish independence after WWI. During World War II he was sentenced to death in absentia for desertion from the Polish Army of general Anders. Later he became the commander of the Soviet-sponsored 1st Polish Army in the USSR.





Father Skarga: Piotr Skarga (1536–1612; actual name: Piotr Pow[image: image]ski) was a Polish Jesuit, a preacher and leading figure in the Counter-reformation in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. He was called the “Polish Bossuet” due to his oratorical abilities.



Stefan Kisielewski: (1911–1991), nicknames Kisiel, Julia Holy[image: image]ska, Teodor Klon, Tomasz Stali[image: image]ski; a Polish writer, publicist, composer, and politician, one of the members of Znak.





Voice



Atticus: born Titus Pomponius (c. 109 BC–35 B.C./32 B.C.), editor, banker, and patron of letters, best remembered as the closest friend of orator and philosopher Marcus Tullius Cicero.



cum lacrimis: with tears, in mourning.



ars boni et aequi: the art of what is good and right.



L’aura che’l…: from Petrarch’s Sonnet CCXLVI.



era il giorno…: from Petrarch’s Sonnet III.





Mirror



Square of Heavenly Peace: or Tiananmen Square.



The Gordian Knot



Gordion: the capital of ancient Phrygia, ruins of which are found on the site of the modern Turkish city of Yassihüyük, located approximately fifty miles southwest of Ankara.



the Stagirite: Aristotle.



Onesikritos: or Onesicritus (c. 360–c. 290 B.C.), Greek historical writer who accompanied Alexander on his campaigns in Asia; disciple of Diogenes of Sinope. He claimed to have been the commander of Alexander’s fleet but was in fact only a helmsman. Author of a history of Alexander’s campaigns, he is often cited and criticized for inaccuracies by later authors.



Pact



Schliemann: Heinrich Schliemann (1822–1890) German businessman and archaeologist, an important excavator of Troy, along with the Mycenaean sites Mycenae and Tiryns.



Passo Romano



Benito: Mussolini (1883–1945)



Scipio Africanus: Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus also known as Scipio the Elder, and Africanus the Elder (235–183 B.C.), general in the Second Punic War and statesman of the Roman Republic; best known for defeating Hannibal at the final battle of the Second Punic War at Zama.



Sinope



King of Pontus: Mithradates VI; b. 134, d. 63 B.C., also known as Mithradates the Great (Megas) and Eupator Dionysius, was king of Pontus in northern Anatolia (now in Turkey) from about 119 to 63 B.C.



David



oaths of the Jeu de Paume: David’s famous sketch, le Serment du jeu de paume “the Tennis Court Oath”) now hangs in the court of the Palace of Versailles. It depicts a seminal moment of the French revolution, when, on June 20, 1789, deputies of the Estates-General met at the court and vowed that they would not disband before the proclamation of a formal Constitution for France.



Altichiero



Avanzo: Jacopo Avanzo, late 14th century Veronese artist formerly confused with Jacopo Avanzi da Bologna and with a Jacopo da Verona who worked in Padua. Avanzo’s signature is found in the fresco decoration of the Oratory of St. George, Padua, where he collaborated with Altichiero.



Evil



This piece was written in response to a 1998 questionnaire from the editors of the Catholic journal Znak, who asked the following questions:





“Where does “the Devil have his seat’? Do we experience the reality of evil in our lives, or is it a mistake or merely an effect of various socio-economic determinants that, like diseases, touch those who do evil, and their victims? Does experience permit the assumption that evil exists as an external force that takes possession of man? Can evil be “cunning,” or perverse? How does it enter our lives? We directed these questions and a request to describe their personal encounters with evil (Evil?) to our authors.”






Rymanów: Galician resort town where Herbert’s parents spent holidays in the 1920s. Later used as a prisoner of war camp and a transit camp by the German occupation.



A Word for the Poetry Evening at the National Theater, May 1998



Written as an introduction to a poetry evening at which Herbert, then gravely ill, could not be present; the text was read by a friend, Piotr Kłoczowski, and the poems were read by actors.





Karpi[image: image]ski: Franciszek Karpi[image: image]ski (1741–1825) Leading Sentimental poet of the 18th century, well known for his religious works, many of which entered the Polish canon as hymns or carols, and highly prized by the Romantic generation.





Goodnight, Jacenta…: from Karpi[image: image]ski, Mazurek.





In a little old church…: From “Sowi[image: image]ski w okopach Woli” (Sowi[image: image]ski in the Trenches of Wola)





C’est une chanson…: Jacques Prévert, “Les feuilles mortes” (Dead Leaves)



Why, Shade, do you depart…: from “Rhapsodic Dirge in Memory of Bem”



Gajcy: Tadeusz Gajcy (1922–1944) was a Polish poet and Armia Krajowa (Polish Home Army) soldier. He made his debut in the underground press in 1942 and died in the Warsaw Uprising of August-October 1944.



I write—as a gravedigger…: from “Do potomnego” (To one in posterity).





Baczy[image: image]ski: Krzysztof Kamil Baczy[image: image]ski (1921–1944) poet and Home Army soldier, one of the most renowned authors of the “Columbus Generation”—the young generation of poets born in the 1920s, many of whom perished in the Warsaw Uprising.



I’ve left no heir here on earth…: from Juliusz Słowacki’s famous 1840 poem “Testament mój.”
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