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Yet whoever considers writing poetry as “‘to see and describe” should
be aware that he engages in'a quarrel with modernity, fascinated as
it is with innumerable theories of a specific poetic language.

Every poet depends upon generations who wrote in his native tongue;
he inherits styles and forms elaborated by those who lived before
him. At the same time, though, he feels that those old means of
expression are not' adequate to his own experience. When adapting
himself, he hears an internal voice that warns him against mask and
disguise. But when rebelling, he falls in turn into dependence on his
contemporaries, various movements of the avant-garde. Alas, it is
enough for him to publish his first volume of poems to find himself
entrapped. For hardly has the print dried when that work, which
scemed to him the most personal, appears to be enmeshed in the
style of another. The only way to counter an obscure remorse is to
continue searching and to publish a new book, but then everything
repeats itself, so there is no end to that chase. And it may happen
that leaving behind books as if they were dry snake skins, in a con-
stant escape forward from what has been done in the past, he receives
the Nobel Prize.

What is this enigmatic impulse that does not allow one to settle
down in the achieved, the finished? 1 think it is a quest for reality.
I give to this word its naive and solemn meaning, a meaning having
nothing to do with philosophical debates of the last few centuries.
It is the Earth as seen by Nils from the back of the gander and by
the author of the Latin ode from the back of Pegasus. Undoubtedly,
that Earth is and her riches cannot be exhausted by any description.
To make such an assertion means to reject in advance a question we
often hear today: “*What is reality?,” for it is the same as the question
of Pontius Pilate: “What is truth?”" If among pairs of opposites which
we use every day the opposition of life and death has such an im-
portance, no less importance should be ascribed to the oppositions
of truth and falsehood, of reality and illusion.
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Simone Weil, to whose writings 1 am profoundly indebted, says:
“Distance is the soul of beauty.” Yet sometimes keeping distance is
nearly impossible. 1 am “a child of Europe,” as the title of one of
my poems admits, but that is a bitter, sarcastic admission. 1 am also
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the author of an autobiographical book which in the French trans-
lation bears the title Une autre Europe. Undoubtedly, there exist
two Europes, and it happens that we, inhabitants of the second one,
were destined to descend into the “heart of darkness™ of the twen-
tieth century. I wouldn’t know how to speak about poetry in general.
I must speak of poetry in its encounter with peculiar circumstances
of time and place. Today, from a perspective, we are able to distin-
guish outlines of the events which by their death-bearing range sur-
passed all natural disasters known to us, but poetry, mine and my
contemporaries’, whether of inherited or avant-garde style, was not
prepared to cope with those catastrophes. Like blind men we groped
our way and were exposed to all the temptations the mind deluded
itself with in our time.

It is not easy to distinguish reality from illusion, especially when
one lives in a period of the great upheaval that began a couple of
centuries ago on a small western peninsula of the Euro-Asiatic con-
tinent, only to encompass the whole planet during one man’s lifetime
with the uniform worship of science and technology. And it was
particularly difficult to oppose multiple intellectual temptations in
those areas of Europe where degenerate ideas of dominion over men,
akin to the ideas of dominion over Nature, led to paroxysms of
revolution and war at the expense of millions of human beings de-
stroyed physically or spiritually. And yet perhaps our most precious
acguisition is not an understanding of those ideas, which we touched
in their most tangible shape, but respect and gratitude for certain
things which protect people from internal disintegration and from
yielding to tyranny.

Precisely for that reason, some ways of life, some institutions be-
came a target for the fury of evil forces—above all, the bonds be-
tween people that exist organically, as if by themselves, sustained
by family, religion, neighborhood, common heritage. In other words,
all that disorderly, illogical humanity, so often branded as ridiculous
because of its parochial attachments and loyalties. In many countries,
traditional bonds of civitas have been subject to a gradual erosion,
and their inhabitants become disinherited without realizing it. It is
not the same, however, in those areas where suddenly, in a situation
of utter pernil, a protective, life-giving value of such bonds reveals
itself. That is the case of my native land. And [ feel this is a proper
place to mention gifts received by myself and by my friends in our
part of Europe and to pronounce words of blessing.




