276 = = - BEGINNING WITH MY STREETS

It is good to be born in a small country where nature was on a human
scale, where various languages and religions cohabited for centurnies.
1 have in mind Lithuania, a country of myths and of poetry. My
family in the sixteenth century already spoke Polish, just as many
families in Finland spoke Swedish and in Ireland English; so I am a
Polish, not a Lithuanian, poet. But the landscapes and perhaps the
spirits of Lithuania have never abandoned me. It is good in childhood
to hear words of Latin liturgy, to translate Ovid in high school, to
receive a good training in Roman Catholic dogmatics and apologet-
ics. It 1s a blessing if one receives from fate school and university
studies in such a city as Wilno. A bizarre city of Baroque architecture
transplanted to northern forests and of history fixed in every stone,
a city of forty Roman Catholic churches and of numerous syn-
agogues. In those days the Jews called it a Jerusalem of the North.
Only when teaching in America did I fully realize how much [ had
absorbed from the thick walls of our ancient university, from for-
mulas of Roman law learned by heart, from the history and literature
of old Poland, both of which surprise young Americans by their
specific features: an indulgent anarchy, a humor disarming fierce
guarrels, a sense of organic community, a mistrust of any centralized
authority,

' A poet who grew up in such a world should have been a seeker
for reality through contemplation. A patriarchal order should have
been dear to him, a sound of bells, an isolation from pressures and
the persistent demands of his fellow men, the silence of a cloister
cell. If books were to linger on a table, then they should be those
which deal with the most incomprehensible quality of God-created
things; namely, being, the esse. But suddenly all this is negated by
the demoniac doings of history, which acquires the traits of a blood-
thirsty deity.

The Earth, which the poet viewed in his flight, calls with a cry,
indeed, out of the abyss and doesn't allow itself to be viewed from
above. An insoluble contradiction appears, a terribly real one, giving
no peace of mind either day or night, whatever we call it: it is the
contradiction between being and action, or, on another level, a con-
tradiction between art and solidarity with one’s fellow men. Reality
calls for a name, for words, but it is unbearable, and if it is touched,
if it draws very clost, the poet’s mouth cannot even utter a complaint
of Job: all art proves to be nothing compared with action. Yet to
embrace reality in such a manner that it is preserved in all its old
tangle of good and evil, of despair and hope, is possible only thanks
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to a distance, only by soaring above it—but this in turn seems then
a moral treason.

Such was the contradiction at the very core of conflicts engendered
by the twentieth century and discovered by poets of an earth polluted
by the crime of genocide. What are the thoughts of one of them,
who wrote a certain number of poems that remain as a memorial,
as a testimony? He thinks that they were born out of a painful
contradiction and that he would prefer to have been able 1o resolve
it while leaving them unwritten.

3

A patron saint of all poets in exile, who visit their towns and provinces
only in remembrance, is always Dante. But how the number of
Florences increased! The exile of a poet is today a simple function
of a relatively recent discovery: that whoever wields power is also
able to control language and not only with the prohibitions of cen-
sorship but also by changing the meaning of words. A peculiar phe-
nomenon makes its appearance: the language of a captive community
acquires certain durable habits; whole zones of reality cease to exist
simply because they have no name. There is, it seems, a hidden link
between theories of literature as écriture, of speech feeding on itself,
and the growth of the totalitarian state. In any case, there is no
reason why the state should not tolerate an activity that consists of
creating “experimental” poems and prose, if these are conceived as
autonomous systems of reference, enclosed within their own boun-
danies. Only if we assume that a poet constantly strives to liberate
himself from borrowed styles in search of reality is he dangerous. In
a room where people unanimously maintain a conspiracy of silence,
one lword of truth sounds like a pistol shot. And, alas, a temptation
to pronounce it, similar to an acute itching, becomes an obsession
which doesn’t allow one to think of anything else. That is why a poet
chooses internal or external exile. It is not certain, however, that he
is motivated exclusively by his concern with actuality. He may also
desire to free himself from it and elsewhere, in other countries, on
other shores, to recover, at least for short moments, his true
vocation—which is to contemplate Being.

That hope is illusory, for those who come from the “other Eu-
rope,” wherever they find themselves, notice to what extent their
experiences isolate them from their new milieu—and this may be-




