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TRAGEDY IS NOT THE SUDDEN INTRUSION OF CATASTROPHE : IT
is man reaping what man has sown. Anatol Stern’s
poem sings such tragedy, hurling at us what has
been sown and reaped and reaped and sown through
hoop-curved idiot years of violence leading to
violence, of war to war. ‘‘They feed us'’, cries the
poet; and some fifty years ago it was, in terms of the
political poster, ‘‘Propaganda for Proper Geese''.
It goes on being true, and it is heart-rending. But
Europa is not just a marching song for lemmings.
We rush to our doom, and here are words separated
from the romantic gesture of our annihilation,
deliberately kept commonplace so that we can
regard them without assimilating them into the
elaboration of our excuses.

The absolute is not relative in the realm of mani-
festation; and so the poet is trying to create some-
thing which has no terms of contrast in its being.
Hence the epigrammatical use of clichés. It isas if the
poet were saying: You must be so bored with know-
ing that surely you know. He is a pleading oracle;
and is it not remarkable—an oracle you can under-
stand? .

It is a test. A test whether you have succumbed to
conditioning, to thinking of the absolute as an
infinite number of relative values. Here poetry
breaks down and—the poet breaks through. You
must not, cries a tortured man, deny the simple
statement: some things are wrong, absolutely
wrong. The line must be drawn with scissoring
heroic. You must not pass! man must say to his own
blood.

Yes, we are all tainted. We are born with original
sin, the unoriginal sin of thinking that an argument
is juster if one holds a club, a sword, a machine
gun, an atom bomb in one's hand. So, refusing to
evade, the poet dives back into his body, the war
between white and red corpuscles. We must face
this in order not to project it on to the world, in
order to grow up, to make terms with the vegetable
gods, the spectres of the mechanised psyche. Thus
the poet’s use of flatness is a deliberation, a manipu-
lation to remind us that many problems cannot be
solved but can be transcended. As above, so it will
not be beneath.

Commitment at last: No, and no—not this again.
Words, simple and terrible as Cocteau reciting a
list of numerals on a disc of the thirties, urge fear-
fully a transcendence.

Hence the purpose of Stern's ‘‘simplicity’'—that
it will drive us to cry stop to the words, and so stop
to the whole indiscriminate monster distraction of
power politics and wars to end wars and sorrows
to exploit banners. The poet writes here in order
not to have to write again. Let us read in order not
to have to read our tragedy once more.

Oswell Blakeston, 1961.




ANATOL STERN, born in 1899, fuses the animal and the social
in poetry of the present and the future. He was a co-
creator of the Polish literary movement ‘futurismand avant-
garde * after the first world war, and became a zealous
apostle of the cult of the irrational, of subconscious
associations as the source of inspiration. But along with
this he was all for the responsible conquest of new shapes,
and one of the first to voice in poetry the vital importance
of scientific and industrial development. His published
collections include the titles ‘ Futuryzie’, ‘ Earth to the

Left ', * The Angelic Churl’, ‘Run to the Pole’, * Con-

’ “

versation with Apollinaire’, ‘ Translations from Maya-

kovsky ', and ‘ Naked Man in the City Centre .

‘Europa’ sets down the forces conflicting within the
poet : the conscious quest for a mechanical synthesis of

reality is broken down by the involuntary twitching of
bones, inward knowledge of its failure. The only salvation
lies in unconditional abandonment of the unfinished in
favour of a revised affirmation of human values. The
poem was first printed in the magazine ‘Reflektor " in
1925. The present ‘ Europa’ preserves in facsimile the
format, the photomontage cover by Teresa Zarnowerowna,
and the original collages and design of Mieczyslaw
Szczuka for the bibliophile edition of 1929, which won a
prize two years later at the international exhibition of
modern books in Paris. Szczuka was killed on a moun-
taineering expedition just after he had completed the
art-work, which employed a mixture, of techniques
unheard-of at the time—and hardly absorbed to this day.
We might take it as signal, there is still no English for
collage . . .

a far cry from the faded conventions of poetic diction and addiction then and now—no rein to the marginal

versification of word~ideas~counters of genteel play, no felicity of phrase~ornament-words that capitalise
and gloss over—

mangled feelings cobbles vegetables governments workers force their counterpoint : how weave again the
bedraggled cobwebs of civilised aesthetics . . . stern frames his spidermouth perception in a massive,
seething construct of bare materials to reflect the ruthless advances of the machine age |

after 35 years the blinkers are snapped down, the ruins almost cleaned away, pylons factories tower and

scrape the sky—but see through that matchbox monster, penetrate the flimsy groundwork— there is a
gash beneath—sewers of blood -

‘‘ when the town subsides/into void ’’ the motorcars remain and countenance the beauty man has created
to destroy : stern forestalls the wreckage—destroys to create : poet as resistless screaming fact of

recording~-machine ; and poet as human species, surveying from within the live corpses on a futurist
landscape—become the present

and again from without—chaplin beckons with clinical irony ; the luminous projections of the (surrealist)
painter 1solate the seeds of european despair without qualifying syntax—the objects and elements juxta-~
pgsed, seen each in its own right and yet part of the inevitable process as if for the first time : stern commits
himself to no single consistent or polemical attitude—attacks the reader in the guts : no heroic mystification

of protest fogr noble sentiments, nothing liberal—nothing but disgust directed from a milliard dead souls and
starved bodies at every ramification of comfort, intellectualism not least

his europe is conceived as it is suffered—with all the poet’s senses : he breaks down poetic form deliberately

as the continent is deforrqed, suggests i1t with a piercing biologic regard, at once detached and involved—
dirty—burning—compassionate

| for myself, everything to do with this work functions as a signpost—but with a reach more global than may
| have been intended by the author ten years before my birth : anatol stern points back, and forward 1n
| poetry of the extreme situation, written with the whole body—
| ‘‘ My strongly strung guts sound like string
and my body is hungry like a bellicose lyre ”’

~ a stark utterance, compulsive, not refined and formulated from the ashes of polish symbolism—the
- stock dilutions of a rimbaud or a staff cannot quench his thirst—to match the strident cacophonies which

shatter all traditions, which demand to be echoed
| the stranglehold of materialism is not to be evaded, but articulated in images and forms equal to those
. revealed by science and technology—glibly spurned by socalled experimental artists, committed critics—
deaf to mayakovsky’s order (to the army of the arts)—
““ While we dawdle and quarrel
in search of fundamental answers, |
all things yell :
‘ give us new forms !’
. . . give us a new form of art ”’
—yet he gave it, and stern who translated him, and republics toil in the mud .. .
with stern’s europa we enter a realm of the absolute, no question of similes in face of the naked reality—


















































































